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			Dedication 

			
The Ballad of Billy Bean

		

	
		
			1

			 CHARLIE AIN’T COMING BACK

			Billy

			


			“Run, boy! Run!”

			Didn’t need telling, did I? Could hear the banging and thundering on the door. Could hear the house waking and its bad-tempered servants. “What’s the matter, now?” they’ll be saying. “Look at the time. Well past midnight. What’s so important it can’t wait?”

			Well, I know the answer to that. It’s me. Somebody grassed on us, and I gotta get out quick or I’ll be left holding the baby. Lucky it’s not a real baby, ain’t it? And lucky I’m a real acrobat-type show-off. So I open the window, step onto the sill, and I’m gone quicker than you can say Jack be nimble. I’m down and running like a cat before they even know I’m there. All those years of training in the circus. All those terrible shows in the Winter Gardens in the cold, cold seaside. No one can catch me. Not no one.

			Too late for Alf and Ernie, though. They’re old and slow. They’ll be having a longish unplanned holiday now. Pentonville or maybe Brixton, Wormwood Scrubs—only the best prisons, of course…

			The old heart’s thumping, though, ain’t it just? I mean, say they caught me, and say I spent five years enjoying His Majesty’s pleasure—well, I’d be old by then. Nearly nineteen by then. Not a boy wonder no more. Right? Who wants a boy wonder that’s old as your granddad?

			Best to dodge about a bit, even if you think you got away. Can’t be too careful. So I weave about the streets; I stick in the shadows around the parks, and I keep running. Must be a couple of miles. Now here’s the river. Down the watersteps to the beach.

			“Who’s that?”

			“S’only me, George. It’s Billy.”	

			“Running again, Billy?”

			“Just a little rest, George.”

			So here I am in the quiet and the dark under the bridge. Good for a little rest until the tide comes in. 

			***

			I’m a happy person, really. Mostly. But it’s a bit chill in the early dawning when you just want to turn over and sleep. Time and tide, they say. If I’m not moving in a minute the river will be over my feet. Waterloo. You think it’s called that because of the water? Nah, only joking. 

			There’s not many people up and about yet. Like I’ve got the streets all to myself. Five o’clock the tower says, and daylight. Summer just about hanging on with the tips of its claws. We’re good for another few weeks before it gets hard out here. Maybe I’ll find something by then.

			So I’m off to the Fun Factory. If Mr. Karno takes me on again, that’ll be me sorted for a week or two—maybe more. He won’t ever commit himself, but if you’re lucky things just roll on. Until suddenly you’re out again, like last month. Actually, I’ll be asking Syd. He saw me first. Juggling on the street, making a fool of myself for pennies—and distracting people so they wouldn’t notice their pockets being picked. We did all right out of it, but I like it better on the stage. And it’s safer, most of the time. Except if you get an ugly crowd. You never know why they’re ugly. Sometimes they look sweet as pie and suddenly they turn. Other times they’re all drunk and you’re getting ready to duck the apples and old bits of bread, but they just sit there and laugh like we’re the answer to all their troubles.

			Trouble with it being so early is, not even the bakers’ shops are open. Bread still cooking, not ready yet. Oh, wait a minute. What’s that down there? I do believe it’s a baker’s barrow, all being loaded up. So now I walk past as innocent as you please…and I just happens to be passing the barrow while the lad’s going back to get another tray, and I just happens to be a bit clumsy and knock against the handles, and, oh dear, lucky I caught that loaf before it hit the ground. Better move on sharpish, now. What’s that voice I hear behind me?

			***

			So I’m sitting outside the Fun Factory (it’s just a couple of houses knocked together, down in Camberwell, but we all call it the Fun Factory) and I’m waiting for a bit of life to show, eating my breakfast, when along comes our Clara.

			“Hello, Billy,” she says.

			“Hello, my darlin’. You working here today?”

			She certainly is, she says. Lots of mopping and mending and generally cleaning up after everyone. She’s a little angel, Clara, but a bit difficult sometimes. You know what I mean? You think you’re getting on all right and then suddenly she closes the door on you. Nice looking, though, so you put up with a lot you wouldn’t take from someone ugly.

			And here’s Syd, at last. “Hello, Billy,” he says.

			“Hello, Mr. Chaplin,” I say, respectful as you please.

			“Come along, then, Billy. I think we might have something for you today.”

			And that makes my heart glad, I can tell you. I give a little burp.

			“Whoops. Must be the bread,” I say.

			Well, I haven’t been there very long when I can see that something’s going on. I mean, it’s always a buzzing kind of a place, but there’s more today. Syd and some of the other high-ups rushing around with expressions on their faces. Something has happened, I think to myself. I wonder what it is. But when I open my mouth, all I get is, “Not now, Billy. You just sit there for a while, there’s a good lad.”

			Clara finds out first. She doesn’t so much come to tell me as I grab her when she’s rushing past. She’s trying to shake free, but I can be quite strong when I want. 

			“What’s going on?”

			“There’ve been telegrams,” she says, “from America. Charlie and a couple of them others ain’t coming back.”

			I whistle and I lean back in my corner. So that’s it. There’s a Karno company working in America with some of the best people in it. If they’re leaving the guv’nor, then there’s going to be trouble. I can see that. But I can smile, too, because it means maybe there’s an opening for someone good like me.

			And here’s more trouble. I just happen to look out the window and what do I see but a couple of blue uniforms? Bit of a shock, there. Now, ’course it’s possible they’re joke policemen that belong to the company, but I ain’t going to wait around to find out. I sprints out the back, through the yard, and I’m away down the street. 

			Trouble is, it’s a respectable area—because old Fred Karno’s come up considerable in the world since he started out—so somebody like me running like the police are after him is going to be a bit noticeable. 

			Well, let’s not spin this out. Suffice it to say this is not my lucky day. I get caught.

			“I didn’t do nothing,” I say, humble as you please. “I was here all yesterday and all night.” ’Course, they don’t believe me. “Ask Mr. Syd,” I say. So they drag me back to the Fun Factory and call for Syd, and I stand there, whistling to myself, and looking confident like I know they’re going to find out their mistake. And I’m wondering what Syd’s going to do.

			He’s a nice guy, Syd, but he’s straight. Well, mostly straight. I heard he had a tough growing up too, so he ain’t no toff. He knows what’s what. And he knows his answer is going to change my life, one way or the other.

			“Well, Mr. Chaplin?” says the man in blue—not the tall one, but the little fat one, his moustache all bristling and wobbling like there’s a squirrel trying to get out. “Where was the boy?”

			He’s straight in there, old Syd. Not even the tiniest pause. 

			“Why, he was working here all day yesterday, and he slept here on the floor, because he finished so late,” he says—and he stares the bluebottle straight in the eye.

			The bluebottle don’t like it—but he ain’t going to be put off so easy. 

			“We have information,” he says, “from two apprehended thieves, that there was a boy with them.”

			“And did they say it was our Billy here?” asks Syd, still cool as a cucumber. The bluebottle coughs, “Not by name, but—”

			“I don’t think there can be a ‘but,’ officer—unless it might be you.” Syd smiles as charming as he can. “Thank you for protecting our lives and our property, but, as I say, Billy Bean here was working for me at the time in question.” And he stares him down until the two of them waddle away.

			Then he grabs me by the ear and drags me to the back of the workshop.

			“What’s going on, Billy? Keep out of trouble, I said, or we’ll have no more to do with you.”

			Well, there’s nothing I can say, is there? So that’s what I do. 

			“You want to stay with us?” he says after a while. I nod and I look meek and mild as I can. He thinks for a little bit.

			“Okay, Billy,” he says. “We’ll send you to America so you’re out of the way. And you’ll keep your hands clean, won’t you?” I nod like it’s going out of fashion. “Because I won’t do this again,” he says. “Next time I’ll let them have you.”

			


			Clara

			


			It’s so long ago. You know, if I shut my eyes I can believe that when I open them, cheeky young Billy will walk through that door. I can see him in front of me like someone you talked to just yesterday. But it’s been nearly eighty years, hasn’t it? There I go again. You don’t want to hear about me, you’re here because of Billy. You want to know about that day—the day when it all started.

			Well, Syd turned to me and he said, “And you’ll be going with them, Clara. Somebody has to look after them.” 

			I thought I hadn’t heard him properly, but I had. I didn’t want to go to America. And I hated Billy Bean. He was a nuisance, Billy was. Right from the first day I met him. He was a little cock of the walk. He grinned a lot and laughed a lot and was so sure that everyone loved him. Well, he annoyed the pants off me. 

			It was only because I was a girl. They said the lads needed someone to look after them, and I was exactly right because I brought up all my brothers and sisters. You’d think they’d understand that I’d finished with that. I wanted someone to look after me. That’s what I wanted. 

			It didn’t do any good, though. Before I knew it, I was on a cold wet Liverpool quayside rushing around like a mother hen collecting my little chickadees. And then I heard a shouting and a rumpus behind me, and I turned and there was a commotion in the crowd, and Billy Bean came running. And what makes me most angry is that I wasn’t surprised. In no time he was past me and up the gangway and disappeared aboard the ship. He caught my eye as he ran past—and he grinned. My heart sank. It really did. Down to my boots. 

			But you can’t just stand around in the rain feeling sorry for yourself. I picked up my bags and went on up the gangway. 

			And Billy got away with it again, of course. They couldn’t find him once he was on board, and the ship was sailing, so they had to give up. 

			Not much later, I stood on the deck in the wind and spray, watching the grey old port of Liverpool disappear under the gloomy clouds, all the time wishing myself back in London. Soon I couldn’t see anything at all but the waves below and the occasional seagull above. All around the sky melted into the cloud and I couldn’t tell one from the other. So I drew my shawl around me and went down below. And who should be the first person I saw but our Billy, strolling along the corridor to our cabins.

			“What was it this time, Billy?” I snapped. “Somebody’s watch? Or just a loaf of bread?”

			He looked upset. “What are you on about, lovely Clara?” he said—as if that would melt my heart. I gave a grunt and walked on past him. What was I going to do with him?

			


			


			Billy

			


			She don’t like me, our Clara. Thinks I’m rough and stupid. Probably she’s right. But didn’t I have a high old time on that dockside? Well, he deserves it if he don’t look after his watch—what did he expect, leaving it dangling like that? Got what was coming, I say. Don‘t you think?

			She’s pretty though, ain’t she just—Clara? Makes this dull old ship a sight more interesting. 

			So we’re off to Americay seeking our fortunes. Loads of us here, all in the same boat together. Same boat! Geddit? I’ll be on the boards in New York next week sometime, treading my way to fame and fortune. Maybe. And all these other souls? Some of them might even be in the audience, cheering me on.

			It ain’t going to be enough, though. I know what Syd’s brother is doing. I seen one or two of those movies—that’s what they call ’em. Moving Pictures. Movies. That’s where the future is, don’t you think? I mean, just look at it. You do a show on a stage, and there’s a few hundred, maybe a thousand people watching. And you do it a few times. And maybe ten thousand people see you. But those movies. They show hundreds of times all over the place. That’s the real business. That’s what you got to be doing. So—don’t tell anyone now, ’cos they’ll find out soon enough—what I’m planning is, I’ll be slipping out of New York and off where Charlie has gone.

			Do I know him? Yes, ’course I do. A little bit. We kind of overlapped; did a few shows together, then he went off in the America Company. He was doing all right, though. Good for ’isself, and good for Fred Karno. Until he left, of course. Our Fred was not pleased. Not even a tiny bit. So I got to be careful, ’cos I bet he can do a bit in the way of blacklisting if he wants, can old Fred. Once I’m gone, he won’t let me back again. It’s the movies or nothing for me…

			***

			Clara’s angry today. Maybe it’s my fault, I dunno. See, it’s a real bore on a ship. There’s nothing to see, and all the passengers moon around like sheep with constipation, and the food ain’t so great, and there’s nowhere to go. So you got to cheer people up a little bit, haven’t you? So I get us five lads together.

			“What do we do?” I ask, and they all look stupid, like they wouldn’t even recognise their own faces in a mirror. “I mean, what are we?” But that don’t get nothing from ’em either. “We’re entertainers,” I say, to help them out. And they nod like a group of monkeys.

			“So let’s entertain,” I say, “’cos I’m bored out of my skull staring at the water.”

			Lucky it’s not raining so I gets our group together on the clearest bit of deck up top, and we goes straight into it. We mesh like well-oiled clockwork: here’s Dan doing a bit of juggling, and Sam does his ring of somersaults around him, and Harry and Bert are singing their little hearts out, top of their angelic little voices.

			And where’s Billy? Billy’s working the crowd, too, ain’t he? But in his own special way. I’m moving amongst the people, laying on a hand here, and giving a blessing there—but not so they’d notice, because they’re all tied up with watching the show our boys is giving. And do you know, much to my surprise, by the time the show comes to an end bountiful providence has bestowed upon me quite a few of life’s riches. Handkerchiefs, one or two purses, a bracelet, and a brace of pocket watches. Ain’t life a strange thing? One day you’re poor as a church mouse, and the next day you’re in quite a different part of town.

			The crowd is all cheering and clapping at the show our lads have put on, and I’m thinking what a good idea I had, and then I catches sight of Clara, and she knows what I’ve been at. And you should see the look on her face. I dunno why, but it feels like a kick in the stomach. Like she was really sad at what she’d seen, but like it was exactly what she expected, because she knew I was no good. Deep down no good.

			Something comes over me then. I do something I never would have thought I could do. I goes up to the front of the crowd with my little bundle of stuff, and I gets them to quiet down.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” I says. “Not only have you had some special fine entertainment, but we are privileged to give you a little lesson in life too.”

			And they all look a little doubtful at that, like they don’t like what they’re hearing. They ain’t here for lessons in life. What they want is more song and dance.

			“I have been moving amongst you, brothers and sisters,” I say, like the preachers drumming up custom on Sunday mornings. “And I have been gathering a harvest.” 

			And there’s a gasp goes up from them when they see what I’ve got in my hands, and they all start going through their pockets to make sure they’ve still got their valuables. Of course, some of them haven’t, because that’s what I’m holding in my hands.

			“The Lord taketh away, and sometimes the Lord restoreth,” I say. “Step up, brethren, and I shall return your property to you…”

			The first gentleman huffs and puffs his way through the crowd and stands at my feet, all red-faced and angry. “You’re a thief, young man. A common thief. And, by God, if we were on land, I’d have the police on you.”

			I smiles as sweetly as you please.

			“But we ain’t on land, sir. And how can this be thieving when here I am restoring your property to you? No, sir. What this is, it’s just a different kind of conjuring. Like stage magic, sir.”

			He harrumphs and reaches out to grab his watch, but I hold it just a bit out of reach.

			“I wonder if you ladies and gentlemen might like to make a little contribution to our fund. A token to show your appreciation of our entertainment—and also how you appreciates the little lesson we shown you about life in a crowd.” I smile down at him.

			Now, he can’t be all nasty and grouchy in front of everyone else, so he fishes out a coin and puts it in Bert’s cap, and then everyone else has to do the same. It’s a grand morning we have in the end.

			Except Clara’s angry at me.

			Us lads are all laughing and saying what a lark it all was, and she marches up and stands staring at me.

			“Hello, Clara,” I says, looking at her pinched little face. “Swallowed a lemon?”

			“So help me, Billy Bean,” she says. “If I catch you thieving again, I’ll be the one that fetches the police. I won’t stand for it, and I want no part of it.”

			And she whacks me round the side of the head—like she was my mother or something.

			


		

	
		
			2

			IRREPRESSIBLE BILLY BEAN

			Clara

			As far as I could tell, Billy held off his thieving after that. They kept on with the entertainments, because it stopped them being so bored, and it did make us a very nice bit of money, even shared out among the six of us. We got ourselves quite a supporters’ club.

			And then, after a bit more than a week, there was our first glimpse of land. A thickening smudge on the horizon to start with, then slowly the details began to fill in, and we all got more and more excited. And though we pretended we didn’t care, when we steamed into its harbour we were all impressed at the sight of New York. Such a tall city. London’s big, but it’s got no buildings like those in New York, reaching up through the clouds.

			And we were a bit frightened, too—even though there was already a Karno company here. It wasn’t like we were out on our own, but none of us had been far from London before, and we didn’t know what to expect. 

			The dockside was so thick with people, I couldn’t see the cobblestones—if that’s what were there. I could hardly see any room for us to get off the boat. So many strange faces. For a few minutes I felt very small and lonely. But having a job to do is a grand way of stopping you thinking about yourself. And the boys were nowhere near ready to leave the boat. Their cabin was a complete mess, and of course they hadn’t even started getting themselves and their bags together.

			They laughed at me for being such a mother duck. But they did what I said, and in the end we weren’t even the last down the gangway. We carried on a little way across the dock, and then, just as if we’d all had the same thought at the same time, we stopped. We didn’t know where we were going.

			“We know the name of the theatre, don’t we?” Billy said. “We’ll just get a cab.”

			Easy to say. We had no dollars, and the throng of people in the dockyard was so great I couldn’t even see the way out.

			So we were all happy to see a couple of the boys pushing their way through the crowd towards us. One we recognised from the Fun Factory. The other was taller and wore a funny kind of hat and a check waistcoat, so I thought he must be a New Yorker. 

			His name was Abel. A sprightly, self-assured lad he was—and very loud. Nothing was too much trouble, and no passerby was too far away to be told the story of our long journey and the unmissable show we were in. He had a sheaf of tickets and flyers in his pockets (and his oversized jacket seemed to be nothing but pockets) and he gave them out to everyone he talked to. 

			“They’ll tell their friends, or they’ll buy another ticket for their friends,” he said. “Just you see. We’ll be packed out.”

			


			


			Billy 

			


			I don’t like him. Struts round like he owns the whole town, don’t he? And cocky. Able Abel, he calls hisself. Talks to everyone like he’s their best friend, arm round their shoulder and all. But mostly he ain’t never seen them in his life before. One day he’s going to come a cropper, and I know who won’t be sorry to see it. Makes me sound evil, don’t it? I’m not like that. Not really. Not mostly. But then sometimes you meet a person you just can’t stand however much you try, don’t you? Must have happened to you too. You can’t help it. The feeling’s mutual. I don’t mind. He looks at me like I’m an ugly kitten just messed up his bed. I just get on with it.

			But ain’t he all over our Clara? He puffs and shouts and plays the lord to anyone around, and every time he does it, I catch him looking at Clara, to see if she’s impressed. Well, I got my problems with Clara, but I don’t like it, all the same.

			He takes us to our lodgings. It ain’t the Ritz, but I’ve slept in worse places. A room for all of us boys, and Her Ladyship Miss Clara with a chamber to herself. I always stick my head out the window in a new place—you have to check on the back door in case someone you don’t want to see comes in the front. There’s a massive great iron fire-escape right outside, and it goes down all the way down to the alley. And—here’s the important thing—you can get out of the alley at both ends.

			“Taking the air, Billy?” says Clara. Innocent little thing, ain’t she?

			“That’s right,” I say. “Admiring the view.”

			She sticks her head out to take a look, but she’s not impressed, just flicks me a smile as she pulls herself back in again. Like she thinks I’m a sad little boy.

			Our loud friend Abel says he’ll come and fetch us later for rehearsals, ’cos we have to get into the show soon as possible. We’re doing “A Night in an English Music Hall.” Dan is doing the drunk that Charlie always did, and I’m gonna be the irrepressible little boy. It’s a good word, innit, irrepressible? That’s what the London papers said when they saw me in the show. Irrepressible. You can kind of roll it slowly round your chops, like a mouthful of something grand to eat. 

			Doesn’t take long. He’s even quicker than I thought he’d be. We just had the call for our act—on stage in five minutes; so we’re clattering and fussing along the ’orrible filthy corridors—all theatres are ’orrible backstage—all pretending we wasn’t nervous on our first show in New York, and I trips over my shoelace. So I steps round a corner out of the way to set it right, and I hears a rustling behind me, and when I turns around, what do I see? I see Clara, and she’s pulling her hand away something sharpish from that Yankee Abel. And he’s grinning at me like he’s the cat that took the kippers. I’ll tell you what, it’s not them two skulking in the corner that riles me. What gets me is that when I show up, he’s that triumphant with me. He’s not looking at Clara at all. What he wants to know is what I’m thinking. Like he’s doing it to annoy me, not because he’s soft on her. And that’s all wrong, ’cos he’s just using her.

			“You get out there and show ’em, Billy boy,” Clara calls out. Her voice is all clear and ringing, and it’s not like her at all.

			“Yeah, you show ’em, Billy boy,” says Abel, quite quiet. He looks like he’s smiling, but his eyes are all hard and shiny in the shadow.

			I tell you what, the only way to deal with a bully is to show you don’t care. So I carries on tying my lace, and I stands and smiles at them. 

			“Thanks,” I says, friendly as you please. And I scampers off to the stage.

			She wants to talk about it next morning back home, but there’s always one of the other lads in the room. I know she’s trying to say something ’cos she keeps starting, and then someone comes in and she goes on about the weather or how good the show was. But finally everyone else has gone for a kip or out for a walk, and she sits me down and says, “He really wants to help us out, Billy. Don’t be angry with me.” But she’s not looking at me. She’s staring out the window.

			“Why would I be angry?” I says. “Nothin’ to do with me what you do. Not like you’re my sister, or…or anything.”

			She looks at me then. “How old are you, Billy?” she says.

			“Dunno. About fifteen, I reckon.” 

			She smiles at me, like something secret. 

			“Or maybe a bit less,” she says. I gives her a shrug.

			“We’re a long way from home, Billy,” she says. “And we don’t know anyone here. We have to be nice to people—at any rate till we find our feet. Okay?”

			I can’t say, can I? I know what she means, but…well, we’ll get ourselves sorted in no time. I know we will.

			“And Mr. Chaplin sent me to look after you all,” she says. “So that’s what I’m doing, as best I can.”

			’Course she is. And so she does. But we see much too much of that Abel fella. He’s buzzin’ around her like a wasp round a plate of jam. And all the time he’s looking at me too. I don’t know what he’s after, and it worries me. I mean, out on the streets, say a fella has something you want—like a loaf of bread or something—and you feel that he ought to give it to you, why then you fight him fair and square, don’t you? But that Abel, I don’t know what he wants from me. Makes me all jumpy, so it does. Out in the open. That’s how I am. 

			And then after the show one night he comes into the dressing room, and he says, “You’re moving on, guys. Nearly done in New York, New York.”

			Takes me a while to realise. There’s no more time. 

			I goes out for a walk—just to be alone. Sometimes you just got to be alone, right? And I need to think. I don’t want to trek around with Karno anymore. I mean, it’s good fun being on stage, making them laugh and getting the applause and all, but the same thing, night after night? If I’m honest I’d have to tell you I’m bored. I should be grateful to be turning a penny, you’ll say. I could be sweeping street corners or not getting any money at all. And you’re right. But you always want what’s over the horizon, don’t you?

			By now I got to somewhere where there’s crowds all around, and that’s just fine, ’cos that’s the best way to stay hid. And I see something out of the corner of my eye. He’s only young, but it’s the way he’s moving in and out of the crowd. So I start watching his hands, and the way he ever so apologetically bumps into people. Makes me feel right at home—another young pickpocket learning his trade. This ain’t such a different country after all. There’s a young swell showing off to his girl. A business type with a smart new hat. There’s a woman thin as a stick waving her brolly round like she was the queen. Well, they should look out for themselves better. Good luck to him, I’m thinking. And here’s an old lady struggling with her bags. She can hardly walk and she sits herself down on the steps of a bank—some kind of important building, anyhow—and she’s huffing and puffing to catch her breath. And he nips round the back of her, and I see him duck and then he’s off with something out of her bags. And I catch myself thinking, “That’s not right.” And I shouts, “Oi!” and runs after him. ’Course, he can’t hear me in the crowd, so he doesn’t notice, but then he gets this feeling—I know what it’s like—and he turns and sees me, and he’s off like a cockroach down a drain. But I’m quicker than him, and I know how to get through crowds too, so it ain’t long before I got him.

			“Give it here,” I say. We’re both panting a bit, but I won’t let him go.

			“What?” he says, all innocent and wide-eyed. “Let me go.” And he shouts, “Help! Help!”

			So I grabs him tighter by the collar and pulls him real close. “Shut it,” I says. “I got a knife here. I’ll stick you like a little piggy.” And his eyes go wide at that. I ain’t got a knife, but he don’t know that. 

			“What you took from the old lady,” I says. “Give it here. I don’t care about the others. Serves ’em right, but you done wrong there. Okay?”

			And he looks at me like I’m mad and puts his hand in his pocket and gives me a little purse. There’s only a few little coins in it—I can tell that at once. 

			“Good lad,” I says. I lets go of him and he scurries off quick like the rat he is. 

			The old lady hasn’t even noticed. ’Course, that’s the trick of it. So she’s dead suspicious when I give her purse back to her. Thinks I’m on some game she don’t understand. But I just press it into her hand and make her count the coins so she can see it’s all there, and then I walks away whistling. Feeling quite good about myself, actually. It’s a bit of a new feeling, if I’m honest.

			


			Clara

			


			Abel turned up at the theatre with a big bunch of flowers after the show one night. He’s found somebody new to be charming to, I thought. He’s tired of us already. But it wasn’t that at all. He meant them for me. He wanted to say how much he liked us—and me—before we had to pack up and move on with our tour, he said.

			“We got the afternoon off tomorrow,” he said. “I say we all go to a movie.”

			Well, you’ll laugh at me, but I didn’t know what he was talking about. I didn’t know what a movie was. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? But Billy knew. I’ve never seen him so excited. And so that’s what we did. 

			It was wonderful. I’d never seen anything like it. And even though so much has happened since then, I’ll still never forget how exciting and how funny that afternoon was, the first time I saw a movie. It was several movies, one after the other, each of them maybe ten minutes long. And a small band played along all the while, helping us to laugh and cry in the right places. I remember we cried most of the time—but often it was because we were laughing so much. It was wonderful!

			We only had another couple of shows in New York, then we’d be packing up ready for the train, starting off on tour. I forget the name of the town we were supposed to be heading for, because, you see, we never got there. 

			What happened? You know, even after all these years, I still don’t know how to answer that question. I can tell you who said what and where we went, but I don’t know what really happened. Whatever it was, it changed my life completely. Mine and Billy Bean’s.
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			 YOU MULTIPLIES YOUR MONEY

			Billy

			


			Well, I got to do something sharpish, ain’t I? It’s not as if I’d forgotten about the movies, but sitting in the dark there, watching with all those other people—well, there’s nothing like it. I just got to get in there. The question is, how am I going to do it? I don’t know anyone in New York. I don’t know anyone in the whole of America, come to that, except for the rest of us from Karno’s company—and Charlie Chaplin, of course. 

			It hurts to admit it, but the only chance I got to find movie people here is to ask Abel—see who he knows. We got two more shows before we’re supposed to go. Maybe he can bring someone along to see me being irrepressible. I mean, see me being a dead cert for the movies, that is.

			So I arrive right early at the theatre so I’ll be there when Abel turns up. ’Course, he’s already there, having a quiet little chat with the girl in the box office.

			“Hi there, Billy,” he says, real friendly. “Lost something?”

			I say I want a word with him. He just stands there. “Private,” I say. He looks like he can’t imagine I could have anything private, but he takes me back to one of the dressing rooms. There’s no one around ’cos it’s so early.

			“Well, Mr. Mystery,” he says. “How can I help you?”

			“You know anyone who works for the movies?” I say.

			He starts to laugh then. “Got star-struck, have we?” he says. “Never seen a movie before?”

			“I seen lots,” I say. “I need to get a job in the movies.”

			“You ain’t alone there,” he says. 

			“You know anyone?” I say.

			“Why, of course I do,” he says. “Don’t I know everyone?”

			“Well then.”

			He stares at me for a long time. I don’t know what he’s trying to do. Then I see that he’s thinking. I don’t think he does it all that often. I’m not surprised, ’cos it make him look as if he’s trying to hold back a fart.

			“Five dollars,” he says.

			“What?”

			“You heard. Five dollars and I’ll get him to the show and you can talk to him.”

			“Who is he?”

			“Works for Keystone—where your friend Charlie went.”

			“I ain’t got five dollars.”

			He’s already halfway out the room. “That’s the price,” he says. He’s walking along the corridor. Well, it’s my only chance, ain’t it? Sometimes you just got to gamble on things or you’ll never get anywhere.

			“Okay. Five dollars,” I shout. He sticks his arm up, so I guess he heard me.

			How am I going to get five dollars? That’s a load of money. You can live on that for a week. 

			Deep down I know the answer to that. And I know Clara ain’t going to like it. I just don’t see any way round it. None of us have got five dollars to give him. But it has to happen. I can’t let this go.

			Still a couple of hours till the show, so I’m walking down the street again, thinking about how to do this. I ain’t going to be like that guy who robbed the old lady. Too risky. And anyway, old ladies don’t have enough cash on ’em. There has to be a safer way of doing it. And it has to be money. Cash. Actual dollars, because I got no way of getting rid of any other stuff I might find, not knowing anyone in that line of business here. But I don’t have much time, and I don’t know if I can think of anything before the show tonight.

			Then I claps my hand to my head, like I’m the biggest idiot in the world. Show! How do I earn my bread—when it’s fair and legal, that is? In the shows, that’s where. And what did I do before I trod these boards here? Trod the pavements, that’s what. Doing tricks on the streets. All it needs is a bit of a tweak to make sure I get my five dollars in time.

			There’s a market not far away, and I turn over a couple of old crates at the edge of an open space—one for a seat and one to lay out the cards (I always carry a pack of cards, don’t you? You never know when they might come in useful) and then a third one for the customers.

			Well, pretty soon there’s a little group of kids gathered round, and I’m showing off a bit with shuffling and dealing and the like, but I’m not interested in the kids. I’m waiting for…and here he comes, a young gent peering down at what I’m doing.

			“Find the lady, sir?” I says. “Twenty cents says you gets it wrong.”

			Now, he’s not one to walk away from a challenge, I can tell. “You’re not the type to walk away from a challenge, are you, sir?” I says. And he laughs and asks me where I’m from. “London, sir,” I says. “And you?”

			“Me? Why I’m New York born and bred,” he says, very proud, and he sits on the crate.

			“Twenty cents, sir,” I says.

			“And what do I get if I win?” he says.

			“Why a dollar, sir,” I says. “You multiplies your money.”

			Now, I ain’t got a dollar, but he don’t know that. So he lays down his twenty cents, and I lay out the cards, and show him the queen, and he watches all eagle-eyed, like he really believes he’s going to win.

			See, generally speaking, there’s two ways you can make from the cards. Mostly you got to be better than anyone else. But sometimes, if you really have to, you can just help things along a bit, if you know what I mean. So I’m not too concerned that I haven’t got a dollar, because I know there’s no chance he’s going to find the lady by the time I’ve finished helping them cards.

			I shuffle them around, and he’s all beady-eyed, and he thinks for a bit, hesitates a little, and then turns over one of the cards. It’s the six of clubs or something. I don’t remember. Point is, it ain’t the queen. He seems pretty calm about it. “Easy come, easy go,” he says, and pushes his coins across to me.

			“Thank you, sir,” I says. “Another go?”

			But he won’t. “Another time,” he says, tips his hat, and walks away. What a gent! I shuffle the cards again and when I look up, there’s already someone sitting down, and another twenty cents in front of me.

			I got to work fast, so I’m not late for the show, but at twenty cents a time, it’s going to take a while. Specially since I let one of the punters win as soon as I’ve got a dollar together—just to encourage more customers. So it’s getting near the time when I’ve got to pack up, and I’ve got more than two dollars. There’s quite a crowd around me now, and I got the feeling that something’s going to happen.

			“You’re cheatin’.”

			It’s only a quiet voice. I look up and see it’s only a kid too, about twelve or some. But that don’t matter. I can feel the mood shift in the crowd. So I stop suddenly in the middle of a hand. I stack my cards together, and collect the coins on the table—all except for the latest twenty cents. I give that back to the latest customer, and I stand up, looking all offended.

			“If that’s what you think, then I shan’t continue,” I say, as hoity-toity as you please. “I shall take my leave. Good day to you, gents—and to you ladies.”

			And I stroll away, only the strolling gets faster, and when I hear shouting behind me, I start running. They’re running, too, and I don’t know this place well enough, so I’m a bit scared, to tell you the truth. Easy in London. Hundreds of alleys and duck-throughs and friendly doorways. But here I’m on my own and I got nothing but the strength of my legs between me and a beating. Don’t matter that they can’t ever prove anything. That’s not the way it works. No judge and jury and take-your-time-please-your-honour here. I don’t think they’ll actually kill me dead, but in the great scheme of things, I’d rather not find out. 

			Oh, it’s a long run and a weaving through the market and out along the wide streets. I’m looking to disappear in the traffic but it ain’t no good. There’s still one or two of them back there. I’m fit. I can run forever. Except now I can see the end of forever, and I can feel the breathing getting tough and the legs like jelly. I duck into a tiny alley. And there’s no way out. Just rubbish all the way along, and all drifted up like a special filthy kind of snow at the end. I don’t care what’s in it, I dive under that pile and I lie there, still as I can, trying not to breathe too noisy.

			I hear them stop at the end of the alley. I daren’t look. Maybe I’m lucky. Maybe they didn’t see where I went. The voices go away, and I count to a couple of thousand before I slowly stick out my nose and one eye to see if they’re gone.

			“Thought so.”

			There’s a foot with a shiny shoe. I look up and there’s that smooth young ’un I recognise from my crowd.

			“Come up,” he says. I don’t move.

			“Come up. I ain’t going to touch you. Not after you’ve been under that.”

			So I stand up slowly and all the rubbish kind of falls off me like an old snake skin.

			“Where you from?”

			“London,” I says. Best not to say too much. I wait to see what he’s going to do.

			“Well, Mr. London,” he says. “I don’t know whether you was cheating or not, but you was making on my patch and I’ll thank you to stay away in the future. You understand what I’m saying?”

			I nod. I surely do. He nods, too, and turns round and he walks away.

			So then I find a street pump and clean myself up as much as I can, and I’m going to be late for the show if I don’t run, but I daren’t go too straight, ’cos you never know who might still be watching, so I trot along, dodging around as much as I dare without losing my way, until I’m in the alley by the stage door and safe inside the theatre.

			And there’s Abel.

			“Why, hello,” he says.

			I got no time for this. I scoops the coins out of my pocket and heaps them into his hands. “There’s more than two dollars,” I say. “You’ll have the rest tomorrow. Now keep your promise.”

			His eyebrows go up. “Two dollars,” he says. “We said five.”

			I don’t have the time for stupid games. I grab his wrist so I can take the money back.

			“You deaf or something? You’ll get it tomorrow. Maybe you got longer legs than me, but don’t you look down on me just ’cos your arse is further off the ground. I been around. Don’t muck me about, sunshine.”

			He laughs. “Sunshine? Is that what you say in little old London?”

			I’m angry enough to hit him, and he knows it. “Okay, okay,” he says. “I’ll see what I can do. Three dollars more, right?”

			“That’s right,” I say.

			Just then Clara walks in. His little face lights up. “Clara!” he says, all sweetness and like the gentleman he ain’t. He holds out his arm to her like a swell, and she smiles and takes it and they stroll off up the corridor together. He gives me a look over his shoulder, like he knows I hate everything about him and it makes him happy.

			I don’t know why I hate seeing him like that with Clara. It’s not even as if I care about her a great amount. Back in London I never paid much attention except I didn’t specially like her. But it’s different here. I got to know her better. And I just hate everything Abel does. You get like that with some people, don’t you? Even if they’re being kind, it’s them being kind so you still get angry. I know it ain’t nice, but you got to be honest with yourself, don’t you?

			


			Clara

			


			You’ll think me silly and naïve, but I didn’t know what was really happening then. I suppose I was still too busy making sure all my little chicks were fed and dressed properly and getting to the theatre on time for the shows. I could tell that Billy and Abel didn’t really get on but I didn’t understand why. Abel was sweet to me. I think he really liked me. Billy told me later he was sure Abel just saw me as another trophy—a strange girl from England who happened to be passing through. But I enjoyed the attention. He made me feel grown up and important, and I needed that, because I was a little bit lost too.

			Well, you want to know what happened next. We left Billy to be grumpy. We walked off towards the dressing rooms, and suddenly Abel said, “You should be up on that stage, you know.”

			I laughed at him—what an idea! But he really seemed to mean it.

			“There’s something about you,” he said. 

			“What? I’m just a girl. Just an ordinary girl.”

			“People want to watch you.”

			“I’m not even very pretty.”

			“You are pretty. But that’s not it. It’s something else.”

			Well, I couldn’t take him seriously. Perhaps because I didn’t have the least idea what he was talking about. But he kept on and on, and in the end I said that if the boys agreed, then I’d take a little part in the sketch. And that was how I made my first appearance on the public stage. It’s a funny beginning, considering everything that came afterwards, but there it is.

			


			Billy

			


			’Course, I don’t trust him, but I have to trust him. I got no choice. So next day I’m out to find another three dollars. The business with the cards is too risky, I see that now. You don’t want to be sitting there all out in the open. Then I remember the day we arrived on the boat. So many people all crushed together in the dockyard. That’s the place! A gold mine for a young talent like me. I can be in and out quick as you can say, “Excuse me, sir”—or madam. So, quick as a flash, I take myself off to the docks.

			It’s not as good as I thought, but it’ll have to do. There’s police standing at the gates with long heavy truncheons and moustaches to suit. They look at me as I pass, so as to remember my face. But I don’t care. I ain’t coming here again. I’ll be off to California before you know it and never come back. And it ain’t busy like it was when we was here. Still loads of people around, but not as safe as I was thinking. But you got to get on and do it, don’t you? If you stick at the edge of the road like a scaredy hedgehog, you’re gonna get squashed, that’s all.

			It’s tougher than I thought, getting just cash. I could open a shop with the watches and pocketknives just waiting to be took, but I need three dollars cash. Not that I’ll turn up my nose at more.

			So at last I find a gent who’s careless with his banknotes. But I’m not greedy, no sir. I know how to be careful here. He’s got a whole roll of notes in his pocket, so I just take off five dollars, and then I push right up past him again and give him the rest back.

			“Excuse me, sir. Did you by chance drop this here roll of banknotes?” 

			And would you believe it, he’s so grateful that he peels off another dollar and gives it to me and pats me on the head. 

			“That’s for honesty. You don’t find much of that these days.” 

			And you know what, ain’t he right about that? Terrible dishonest times we live in.

			Time to go, I think to myself. Don’t push it here. You got what you want. So just for once I listen to myself and head for the dockyard gates again.

			One of them moustachioed police only sticks out his truncheon to stop me, don’t he? I think my heart has stopped. He looks me in the eye really mean and pokes me with that stick of his. I’m thinking it’s best to say nothing until you know what he’s thinking, but I’m a bit shaky, I don’t mind saying.

			Then he laughs a nasty laugh. 

			“On your way,” he says. “Piece of scum.” 

			And he spits on the ground. Filthy beggar. And don’t I run?

			***

			Abel takes the money without a word; just a grunt as he sticks it in his pocket.

			“So is he coming?” I says. I’m not too proud to ask if he’s done his part of the bargain. 

			“Yeah, yeah,” he says, and he wanders off up the corridor, careless as you please. 

			Well, there’s nothing more I can do except put on my make-up and get on with the show. Clara’s good, you know. She don’t do much, but you notice her somehow. She says it was Abel’s idea, but I try not to hear. Anyhow, I’ll be gone soon, and she can have the limelight all to herself for all I care.

		

	
		
			4

			THAT’s A CONTRACT, THAT IS

			Clara

			


			That was quite an evening. One of the most frightening evenings of my life. I was on stage for the first time. I didn’t have very much to do, and I did my best. But—looking back on it now—well, I’m glad I didn’t know what was going to happen.

			We did our piece on the stage, and we got a good deal of applause, which I do admit was quite something, even though I knew it wasn’t for me, but for all of us. It puts a real buzz deep inside you when you feel an audience laughing because of something you’re doing. Like you can make them do anything you want. I know why the boys do it now, and the other girls. There’s nothing like it. And we came off stage chatting and laughing and went back to our dressing rooms and did all the things you have to do to calm down and get back into your own face and clothes again. And Abel stuck his head around the door and called me out.

			I couldn’t think what could be so important that he couldn’t wait until we were all ready, but I went with him and he took me to one of the poky little rooms that someone calls an office. At any rate, it had a desk in it. And there was Billy Bean, and a man I didn’t know—tall, spindly, with a thin little moustache, like one of those streetlamps with a curly sort of bar near the top.

			“This is Mr. Roach,” Abel said. “Mr. Roach, you asked to see the girl. Well, here she is. Don’t I always fix everything for you?”

			“Sure you do, Abel,” said the stranger. “Let me look at you, girl. Turn around, if you please. All the way around, if you please.” Foolish me, I stopped with my back to him. But it made him smile a little. I looked at Billy to see if he knew what all this was for, but his face was as blank as Abel’s. He can be a real close one, can our Billy.

			“What’s your name, girl? Forgive me…”

			“I’m Clara, sir,” and I couldn’t help myself giving a little curtsy, just like a silly servant girl. He laughed.

			“There’s no need for that, Clara,” he said. I felt very stupid, and I remember I stared at my feet as if there weresomething unusually interesting to see on my shoe.

			“I saw you in the show just now, Clara,” said the man. I looked over at Billy Bean. Had I done something wrong? But I got no clues from Billy, who seemed just as taken with his own shoes as I was with mine.

			“Yes, sir,” I said.

			He smiled. “You were very good,” he said.

			“I don’t do much, sir. I’m not really an artist.”

			“But I noticed you,” he said. “In fact, I couldn’t stop watching you.”

			That made me uncomfortable. Getting out on the stage is one thing, but people watching you like that is…well, I didn’t think I liked it.

			“There’s something about you,” he said. “In fact, I have an offer for you…”

			I must have looked a bit frightened or something, because both he and Abel laughed a lot.

			“Mr. Roach is from the Yellowstone Company,” Abel said. “They make movies.”

			“Keystone, you said,” Billy jumped in. He didn’t trust Abel one bit.

			“We do the same thing,” said the man. “Look, let’s not spin this out. I would like you to come out to our West Coast studios and make one or two movies with us. In Los Angeles, where the sun shines every day. See how it goes. And if it turns out good, then who knows what might happen? What do you say?”

			I didn’t know what to say. I looked over at Billy, and saw he was scowling.

			“And the boy too,” said the man.

			“Hey, Billy,” Abel shouted. “You’re gonna be in the movies too! Well, ain’t that just the greatest?” (Abel always seemed to shout, but that’s just his manner. I think he even shouted when he was telling a girl how much he liked her. Well, I know he did, actually. But that’s a different story.)

			


			Billy

			


			I got nothing against Clara. She’s a nice person and all that, and she looks good, you know? But all the same, something’s not right. Abel brings along the Roach from the movies, like he said he would, and we all gets together in the dressing room after the show, and he says what a good time he’s had, and how talented everyone is. And I say I want to be in the movies, and he knows that already ’cos Abel must have told him, and he doesn’t laugh or anything and says he thinks he can do something for such an experienced performer like me. So I says where are the movies made, and he says California, which is a long way from here. And I say I don’t mind that. I got nothing to go back to, and he says okay. And then he says, “And who’s that little girl? Tell you what, why don’t you bring her out here?”

			So Abel goes and gets Clara, and you know what, this Roach is really taken with her and wants to put her in the movies, and it’s like he’s forgotten about me already. I’m not very taken with that, I don’t mind saying.

			But it turns out okay in the end. He gets out a paper from his pocket and makes us both sign it, and he’s surprised that both of us can write. 

			He says, “Do you know what this is?”

			“’Course I do,” I says. “It’s a contract, that is.”

			“That’s right,” he says. “We’re going to send you to California, and we’ll make three movies with both of you—might not be the same movies, but three each. And we’ll see how it goes then, okay?”

			“Sure,” I says. That’s what the Americans say. 

			And he laughs and he says, “Three movies is like three of these pieces you do on stage. They’re about ten minutes in the theatres, okay?”

			So we nod. 

			“That’s fine,” he says. “And then we’ll see how you do.”

			We don’t rightly know what to do when he’s gone. Abel’s gone with him, and Clara and me are just alone in the dusty old room, and we look at each other kind of stunned. What now?

			“What have we done?” says Clara.

			“It’s gonna be great,” I says. “Say what you like about Abel, he done what he said.”

			And that’s the best thing I ever said about him—and the best thing I’m ever gonna say about him. But I’m real lifted up, and it looks like it’s all going to work out. 

			I go to bed later, but naturally I can’t sleep. I’m thinking about doing my piece for the cameras; and all those people looking up at me in those movie theatres, just watching me, and all of them wishing they was me, or wishing they knew me anyways. I come a long way from sweeping horse and cow dung off the streets of London. 

			Soon I’m gonna be able to do whatever I want. And I won’t be stuck up. No, I won’t. I’ll help people. I’ll help other little people along, that aren’t so fortunate as me—just because I can. And because when you spent all day sweeping in the cold and pouring rain, people trampling all over you, well, you never forget it. You never forget where you come from. It’s gonna be so grand.

			If it works out like it should, that is.
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			the HAPPY GRIN IS STUCK

			Billy

			


			“Slower, Billy. Slower. We can’t see what you’re doing.”

			’Course you can’t see what I’m doing. If you could see me picking pockets, I’d be banged up in Wandsworth jail for the rest of me natural, ’stead of prancin’ around in the California sunshine.

			London ain’t never looked anything like this. Where’s muck on the streets? Where’s the rain? Yeah, yeah. I know it’s a set. It’s no different from the stage. But this London looks like New York—like it was built by someone who’s never been there.

			“Let’s go again, Billy. And give us that cheeky grin to the camera before you go away, right?”

			We’re doing scenes from a book called Oliver Twist. A famous book, they say. How would I know? Anyhow, I’m playing someone called the Dodger. The director shouts everything through one of those megaphones. Looks really stupid, but he needs it, ’cos there’s so much noise going on. There’s two other films I can see, and they’re all shouting over there—and shooting guns and things (blanks, naturally). And there’s music playing to get them in the romantic mood over there behind the director. All those sets out in the open air. Can’t do it inside, ’cos there’s not enough light for the camera, so they hang sheets over the top of a set if it’s supposed to be indoors —so the shadows don’t show, ’cos the sun’s always shining here. Always, always. Some people make a whole movie in a day. Seems the public can’t get enough. Money for old rope—if your face fits.

			But this movie ain’t being shot in one day. Things keep going wrong. And I keep doing it wrong for them too—like you just seen. Yesterday our set fell over and we had to hang around half the afternoon while they fixed it again. 

			Clara’s in a different movie—might be the one with the romantic music. We’ve not done anything together yet. Mind you, this is only my first. Maybe one of the others will have both of us. 

			We play the scene again and I get them laughing.

			“That’s great, Billy. Love it. You’re a real performer, ain’t you?”

			Of course I’m a real performer. I done my time. I knows how to hold an audience—but it’s different when there ain’t no audience. Look at them. A man winding a handle on a wooden box with a beady glass eye sticking out of it like a telescope and a couple of guys sitting in chairs like they’re watching cricket, and a handful of scene-painters and carpenters and make-up people. Mostly you never know what they think about what you’re doing. Like stagehands back in London. It’s a job. But sometimes you get something out of them. It feels good to make them laugh at the end of the day. Means I might be working again tomorrow. It’s all new here. I still got to find my way around. But I’m having a grand time.

			


			Clara

			


			I was a little girl when I came to London from Bristol, and I thought that was a long journey. Well, from New York to Los Angeles was a good deal farther—especially back then. We were on the train for several days. Of course, it was wonderful to see such different countryside—forests, endless grassland, desert, mountains—and all those towns and cities. But it was deadly boring, because it took so long. And altogether it was just plain tiring.

			But we got there at last and they settled us in two rooms in a lovely little house near some groves of orange trees, not far from Edendale, where all the film studios were. They said the rent was paid for three months and then we’d see how things went.

			Our landlady had a yappy little dog which didn’t like Billy Bean at all. I could tell he wanted to kick it, but he didn’t. You have to admire him for that. Every day for a week he fed it some little secret treat, until finally it stopped its barking. It was never actually friendly, but at least it stayed quiet.

			And Billy? He can be a funny boy. He tries to keep that happy, cheeky grin on his face, but sometimes it’s like the happy grin is stuck while Billy is doing something else behind it. Oh yes, I knew he didn’t really want me along. He told me almost as soon as the boat left Liverpool that he was aiming to work in the movies. He didn’t want to do wrong by Mr. Chaplin, but some chances were too big to let go, he said. But we didn’t fight. No, through everything that happened then and the difficult times that came later, we never had a real fight. You see, by then we knew each other so well that we could sense if it was getting dangerous and we’d both step back a bit. One of us would let the other one have their way, or we’d sort of agree to leave it alone till another day —whatever it was.

			So we both made films. Or rather we both appeared in films—separate films. It was quite different from the stage. I was very nervous to begin with, but it wasn’t so bad once I got into the swing of it. All I had to do was pretend. 

			“Pretend you love him. Pretend you hate him.” And they seemed to want me to pretend less and less. “Not so much of the frown, Clara dear.” 

			“Can’t you keep still, Clara?” 

			It was very confusing, but they seemed happier when I didn’t try so hard, so in the end I just did exactly as I was told. One thing I can say for sure. When I said yes to Mr. Chaplin sending me to America with the boys, I didn’t expect anything like this to happen.

			


			Billy

			


			I’m such a big star. You’ll see. Just let me tell you: so it’s what they call a Western, you know? Cowboys and such, but not like any old cowherds. These people all carry guns. So there’s two enemies and they’re going to fight each other, but it’s all got to be fair and open, so they stand facing each other and when they’re sorta settled, they both got to be the fastest to draw out their gun and shoot the other one. ’Course they can’t both be fastest, so the one who ain’t ends up dead. It’s a powerful incentive to be the quick one, ain’t it just? Seems like a stupid game to me. I mean it’s not like a real fight where maybe you can be clever if you’re not so fast. No, this is straight out fast or slow, win or lose, alive or dead.

			Anyhow, this all takes place in the middle of the town street, for goodness’ sake. Just think: a gunfight in the middle of Westminster Bridge Road. ’Course, all the normal people are peeping out from behind something strong, ’cos they wants to see what happens as well as being out of the way. Except for old Billy Bean. Irrepressible Billy Bean is circling round these gunfighters. He’s bumping into them and taking things from their pockets without them noticing. And he’s tripping over and falling in front of one of them that’s all serious and getting ready to fight, and the big guy falls over on top of him, but little Billy don’t care. No, he’s out from underneath like a ferret—and what’s he got with him? Why, it’s the gunfighter’s precious pocket watch that his mother gave him for learning to read the Bible and say his prayers. And little Billy Bean winks at the glassy-eyed camera and dangles the watch in front of him. But that ain’t the best of it, oh no. 

			So I’m standing there pleased as Punch and the crew all laughing along, and I think, now, here’s an even better idea. So we does it again, and this time, I’m dancing and ducking around the other gunfighter like a little terrier, and he swats and kicks and tries to get me to leave him alone, and then when I got him riled up and distracted enough, why, what do I do? I only pick his holster. I slips his gun from under his nose, and he don’t even notice. So he turns and goes for his trusty weapon—and it ain’t there! Oh, the look on his face. It was worth coming all the way from Mr. Karno’s Fun Factory just to see that look.

			And the director, he claps me on the back and he says to everyone, “Ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce you to a new talent in motion pictures—Mr. William Bean!” and everyone laughs and a few of them even clap. Well, that was a good afternoon’s work and no mistake. Irrepressible Billy Bean…

			


			Clara

			


			They were lovely days. Everything is so different now, you can’t imagine what it was like. It was all so new, you see. 

			Time passed so quickly. We were busy and happy and not thinking of anything except enjoying our work, and then we had another new experience. The film company was so proud of the film I was in that they were going to have a big event to show it to the public for the first time. It was very grand. I’d never seen anything like it, even in the grandest theatres in London. Not that I used to have much to do with the grand theatres of London, but I did go around with the Karno boys and girls, and see the places they played, and I thought they were palaces. Well, if that was a palace, this was heaven. 

			The night was warm and soft and there were lights everywhere and music to welcome us and reporters crowding around with big cameras and flashing. It was so exciting. And the clothes! The dress they gave me! I’d never had anything like that dress before. Never even dreamed of it. I tell you how expensive it was—it fitted me so well that I almost forgot I was wearing something special. The costume people wanted me to wear lots of jewels too, but the producer said no. I had to keep that wonderful natural look—whatever he meant by that, so I never got to wear the jewellery. But, oh, it was a wonderful night. Look, I think I’ve still got some of the photographs somewhere. Don’t I look beautiful? I can say that, now I’m so old. It’s as if that person isn’t me at all. Just look at her—she was beautiful and happy that night—wasn’t she just?

			And Billy? Well, I don’t think Billy could look like a toff no matter how hard he tried. He was willing enough, and they gave him a lovely suit and tie and new boots, but he still looked like our Charlie Chaplin’s little tramp. I could tell he didn’t really want to be there, though he never said anything. He was happy up on the stage, and he was happy in the shadows and the dark familiar alleys where nobody could see him, but this kind of performance that wasn’t a performance made him feel unhappy, and he didn’t know what to do with himself. So mainly he did exactly as he was told.

			Well, it was a lovely film. And I was so wrapped up in the evening and the beautiful music played by a whole orchestra, that once I got over the shock of seeing myself twenty foot tall on the screen, I quite forgot that the girl in the story was me. I never quite managed that trick again. Every time I saw myself afterwards, I could only ever think of what we were doing when we filmed that scene—the other sets backing onto ours, or the wasps that wouldn’t leave us alone, or the unbearable heat when we were filming a scene set in the Russian winter, or how hungry I was and how my stomach kept rumbling in that romantic boudoir scene. How fortunate that this was the days of silent movies, long before any sound could be recorded. But all that was later. For that evening, I could gawp with the rest of the audience and wish I was the beautiful girl on the screen and not think that it was me.

			But Billy wasn’t happy, and I was so selfish that I didn’t see it until afterwards—when they told me what he’d done.
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			A NEW TALENT IN MOTION PICTURES

			Billy

			


			Crowds make me nervous, see? See, there’s three types of crowds: there’s crowds like you get on the street, where everyone’s in their own little world. That’s good, ’cos you can hide. Nobody’s looking for you. And there’s the crowd where everyone is doing the same thing—like watching a show. And then there’s a party crowd, where everyone’s looking around to see who’s there. I don’t like party crowds. I worry. You can’t disappear. ’Specially if you’re a new face in motion pictures. 

			Yeah, they dressed it up and gave me a new suit, smart as you please, and they said all the things that people say, but I been around. I know it don’t mean nothing. I does my best to be nice to everyone, but I got this stone in my belly, ’cos I have this feeling that things ain’t working out right.

			So we all arrive at the movie theatre pleased as Punch and dressed up like little princes and princesses, and the crowd is all pushing to get a better look, and we go inside and stand and pose for photographs for the newspapers, and I suppose that’s when I start noticing it, ’cos we haven’t really been together until now, making separate films and all. It ain’t me they want to see. It’s Clara. Now, Clara’s a lovely girl, but it ain’t right. She don’t know nothing about performing, and she ain’t the one who gave up everything to come to Americay and join the movies…

			I got to stop this. Mustn’t feel sorry for myself. I’m a new talent in motion pictures and nobody can take that away from me, ain’t that right?

			So we all gets up on the stage in front of the screen and our producer introduces us and everyone is smiling and clapping, and I give my special irrepressible cheeky chappie grin and suddenly I’m waving the producer’s wallet from his pocket in front of his face, and he hadn’t noticed me picking it. Don’t they just love that?

			Then they run the movies—both of them, one after the other, and I have to say Clara looks like some sort of princess and I’m just like me. And afterwards they all clap until their little hands is quite sore, because they know that’s what they’re there for, and then we all go up to the party and our producer starts getting drunk, and so does the director, and there’s hundreds of people and I’ve no idea who any of them are. Clara has people around her so thick you’d think she was going out of fashion, and I’m on the edge—oh, how I could work this crowd. But it’s the wrong sort of a crowd. It’s the sort that sends me back to the corners and shadows, where I feel safe and just me.

			I’m standing just by the back door. I don’t know why. I always like to know where the back door is. And the studio head comes up to me—he’s had quite a few little drinks by now, and it’s all spirits, scotch, or gin, you know, strong stuff. He sidles up to me like we’re best mates and puts his arm around my shoulder. 

			“Ain’t she lovely, that Clara,” he says. “Don’t it just show the magic of the movies? Only the movies can take a girl from the gutter and turn her into that princess up there.” 

			And he leans close to my ear (’cos there’s so much noise from all the people enjoying theirselves, you have to shout else), and he says, “I got to ask. Did she earn her living on the streets? You know, back in London?”

			I’m a bit slow, so I just shrugs and I says, “Not really.”

			And he leans even closer, so I can smell what kind of whisky he’s been knocking back, and he says, “No, I mean, did she walk those little old London streets? You know…” and he stares at me all cock-eyed.

			Now that got me riled. I couldn’t help it. I wasn’t gonna let anyone talk about our Clara like that. Maybe sometimes Clara and I have had our little disagreements, and she has a bit of a temper on her from time to time, but nobody can say she ain’t the sweetest and purest creature. So I hit him. Hard as I can. I’m small, but I’m tough, and I haven’t left my own streets behind. Not got soft in the sun like he has. So he goes down like a nine-pin. Very satisfying it is and no mistake.

			Trouble is, lots of people have noticed. Dunno why. Suddenly the whole room goes quiet, just for a second, like a wave rearing before it breaks on the rock. Then it’s all babble babble again, and there’s somebody with a uniform grabbing me by the collar of my shiny new suit, and I’m going down the stairs leaving it all behind. 

			So now it’s just me and the company boss. He strolls down the stairs like he’s got all the time in the world and his jaw ain’t hurting at all, and he waves the Uniform away, and he backs me up against the wall and he says, “Who do you think you are? You’re a street rat we brought from London. You’re a cut-rate, ten percent Charlie Chaplin. You’re a thief with all the horse dung of the crossing all over you. And we give you the chance to be something better, and what do you do? What. Do. You. Do?” He stabs me with his finger like he wants to push the words right through me into the wall behind.

			I don’t know what he’s going to say—I reckon I can guess, though, can’t you? And then Clara’s here, pulling him away from me.

			“Leave him alone,” she says. “Leave him alone.” And she turns to me and she says, “Why did you do it, Billy? What happened?” 

			But I can’t tell her why I did it, can I? I can’t tell her what our fine studio boss thinks of her. It would upset her really bad. So I just shrugs.

			Well, in the end, they don’t want to hand me over to the cops, and they don’t want to let me back upstairs again, so they send me home in a cab—with one of the studio runners to make sure I don’t do anything else stupid.

			Clara kisses me on the cheek just before they lead me away—she ain’t never done that before—and she says, “It’ll be okay, Billy. We’ll sort it out.” 

			Well, she always means the best, does our Clara.

			So I go home and get into bed and it takes me hours to get to sleep because I’m all angry and churned up. Normally I can sleep whenever I want, anywhere I am, but not tonight. And I’m woken by this blaring car horn and someone’s hammering on the door of our little house, and I’m dressed and out the window at the back before you can say Queen Victoria. When I remember where I am, I think maybe it’s not the cops, and I stroll round to the front of the house like I’ve just been out for an early walk—careful like, just in case it might be necessary to practise a bit of my running. Turns out it’s only Clara’s producer—he’s inside already but I recognise his car and his driver, all dressed up and uniformed like something out of old England.

			There’s newspapers all over the kitchen table. He’s pointing bits out to Clara. “A new talent in motion pictures,” he says, and I can’t help myself, I feel all excited, and I rush forward not really casual anymore so as I can have a look—’course I can read, can you?

			Yeah, you know what’s coming, don’t you? The new talent ain’t me, it’s Clara. They go on about her beauty and her “stillness,” whatever that means. Means she don’t do nothing, don’t it?

			I don’t want to lie to anyone. Not to you and not to me. It’s not that I’m surprised, not really. But I can’t pretend it don’t hurt. Still, you got to pick yourself up and carry on, don’t you? Maybe there’s mud and dung all over the streets, you just got to keep going till you get to the pavement.

			


			Clara

			


			We celebrated for the whole of that day and the next. Work on our next film was put off and we had a long weekend, our producer, our director, and everyone who’d been part of those films that the public and the papers loved so much. It looked as if our company was going to be up there with Keystone (where Charlie was) and the Griffith Company. I didn’t know what it all meant, but I was just happy to be surrounded by happy people who seemed to like me—and Billy, too.

			Except that there was the shadow over Billy, because he’d punched the studio head, and he wouldn’t say why, and he wouldn’t say sorry. A crowd of us went to the beach at the weekend. Billy was there too. Everyone was friendly and cheerful, but during the afternoon, when people settled down in smaller groups, I noticed that nobody wanted to talk to Billy. It was almost as if he had caught some infectious disease. 

			Later on, as the sun was beginning to get low over the ocean, I saw him sitting on his own under the boardwalk at the edge of the beach, and I went over with a glass of lemonade for him.

			“Thanks.” 

			He drank it down in one and gave me back the glass.

			“Chin up, Billy,” I said. “We’re film stars now.”

			He grunted.

			“Just think what a long way we’ve come,” I said. “We don’t have to worry about where to put our heads tonight. Maybe we’ll never have to worry again.”

			“You’re a good kid, Clara,” he said—as if he were the older one and not three years younger than me. “You’re a good kid, but you haven’t learnt, have you?”

			And he got up and walked away. We shared a house, but I didn’t see him again until the weekend was over and Monday came around again.

			


		

	
		
			7

			A HUNDRED DOLLARS A WEEK

			Billy

			


			It’s good when you feel part of a crowd, though. Safe. Like—just for a bit—you don’t have to pretend. But them on the beach ain’t my crowd. Most of them ain’t even working on my films. They’re Clara’s crowd. I feel I’m alone and an awful long way from London.

			I walk away from them and keep going till I get right away from the smart parts of town; till I’m on streets where nobody paints the houses, and the bricks are crumbling to bits, and the roof leaks. Now I know where I am, I’m thinking.

			I keep walking, ’cos I know you don’t want to hang about in places like this, ’cos people think you’re working for the cops or trying to muscle in on something. But it’s like fresh air to me. Like a holiday at home.

			A group of kids are playing some kind of ball game in the street. One of them’s not very good and the ball comes whistling in my direction, so I catches it. 

			“Chuck it back,” they says. But I don’t. Not straight away. I pick up a couple of little rocks from the ground and I walks towards them, juggling the rocks and their ball. Which is something they seem to appreciate. So I performs a few little juggling tricks for them, which they also seem to appreciate, and I gives ’em back their ball.

			A gang of kids is like pigeons or starlings. They’re all bunched together doing one thing, and then they all take it into their heads to fly off and do something else. This lot ran off and I couldn’t tell why. You got to be careful in places where nobody knows you, so I walk on, not really knowing where I am, and I come upon them again. Now they’re all running round another kid, shouting things at him, and he’s just standing there looking miserable. Now, I’m a kind-hearted kind of person, but I got to be careful, and you don’t want to interfere when you don’t know what it’s all about. Could be that the little one in the middle has been kicking and punching the others his whole life. But they start chucking sticks and stones at him and laughing something horrible, and I think that ain’t right. I don’t like to see people getting properly hurt—blood and stuff.

			“Oi, guys. Lay off!” I shout at them. 

			They look at me for a second and they laugh and chuck some more stones and I don’t really know what to do. I’m bigger than most of them, but I can’t take them all at once. But I get closer and grab one of the biggest and pull him away. He stares at me real threatening, and I pushes up my sleeves, ’cos I can see this might come to something, but I ain’t afraid of a fight—I done this before. 

			Some of the others turn around and look to see what’s going to happen. It’s all very still for ages. I start wondering why I’m doing this, and I think a bit about Clara, but I don’t show nothing.

			After the longest while the big guy says, “Nah, he ain’t worth it,” and the whole tribe of starlings is gone again. All except the little magpie or cuckoo, or whatever he was.

			“Where do you live, little guy?” I says.

			He still looks quite frightened of me, like he’s not sure if I might be going to beat him up now I got him to myself.

			“You’re all right,” I tells him. “I ain’t gonna hurt you. Come on. I’ll take you safe back home.”

			He turns around and starts walking, so I follow, just to keep him safe.

			His mum is making his tea—she ain’t got much money, I can tell. And I don’t know whether he’s got a dad or not, but she smiles on me when the lad tells her what happened.

			“Don’t I know you from somewhere?” she says.

			“Nah, not possible,” I say.

			“Oh, I know,” she says. “You’re that movie, ain’t you?” (People here call us movies—us that works in motion pictures.)

			“Well, that’s right,” I say. And I think, I don’t like this. I hadn’t thought about it before, but once you’re on the screen, anyone who sees the film knows who you are. “Ain’t that what you wanted?” you might say. Sure, I want loads of people to see me performing; but I don’t like people knowing me on the street. It ain’t safe.

			Anyway, I tells her yes, and then his dad comes home, and they tell him what I done and who I am, and he says he’s sorry they can’t give me any money to thank me. And I say I don’t want anything from them, and that’s the end of it.

			I still don’t want to go back to our house, so I keep on walking—must have been hours, ’cos look, here’s the ocean again. It’s restful. Not like the London river with its floating filth and the kids fighting on the beaches for scraps when the tide’s out. Me, too. I done that. This ocean—it’s big, ain’t it? You can’t fight it. You just got to go with it. Let it take you where it’s going to take you.

			And I’m strolling along the beach, peaceful as you please.

			“Want a drink, buddy?” I hear. There’s a bonfire down on the beach, and three or four blokes sitting around it. Why not? I think, and I goes and sits down with them.

			Seems these guys live here. Or there, or anywhere. They just bum around (that’s what they say) and work a bit at sweeping or washing dishes or digging roads until they got enough to buy food, and then they jump on a train (a freight train, in secret like—stealing a ride) and go someplace else. There’s a whole load of them all over the country. They say what they love is being free as a bird. And it’s such a big country you never have to be in the same place twice. You can be in the snowy mountains one day, and down on hot sunny paradise beaches a couple of days later. That’s a real dream, ain’t it? No one to tell you what to do. No fretting about houses and rent. Makes me think maybe I’ll do some of it too.

			I reckon they’re gonna talk like this is my lost weekend, but it ain’t lost to me. I’m with the beach bums. Thinking about nothing. Singing stories round the fire—ballads of wandering people, and shipwrecks and murders, and great robber bands, and such. And learning about this big country of theirs and all the places they’d been without crossing the sea. Made me feel good about myself—and excited that I could just up and go any time I wanted to. Makes you stronger, that kind of feeling. And that was just as well.

			’Course I didn’t up and go. Monday morning I was back in the studio again.

			“Great to see you, Billy,” says our producer. “Come to my office for a coupla minutes, will you?”

			He’s going to talk about my next motion picture, now that I’m a new talent, like he said a little while back. Maybe I’ll get the top part in the next one. And maybe it’ll be what they call a two-reeler—that’s twenty minutes long like the one Clara was in, not just the ten.

			“We’ve been thinking, Billy,” he says.

			“Sure you have,” I say, encouraging as you please, ’cos I know what he’s going to say. I’m going to be big-time. They gonna pay me a hundred dollars a week and put me up there against our Charlie.

			“Billy, we’ve been thinking,” he says. Like I hadn’t heard him the first time.

			“What you been thinking? I should get more to do?”

			He coughs and looks shifty. That’s when I start to think maybe it ain’t going to be quite so rosy.

			“We think we’re going to have to let you go, Billy.”

			My head’s kind of whirly for a minute there.

			“But I don’t want to go,” I say. “I like it here.”

			“Yeah. Billy. Hey, I’m sorry, pal. I can’t put it any other way. You’re fired, Billy.”

			“But we got a contract. Three pictures, it says.”

			“Right. The contract says we pay you for three pictures. Which we will certainly do, but we don’t have to make them if we don’t want to. And, well, Billy, we don’t want to. You got yourself a paid holiday, Billy.”

			He tries to put his arm around my shoulder, but I ain’t having none of that. He wants rid of me and that’s what he’s got.

			“You got a reason?”

			“You’re a great little performer, Billy. A great little performer. But we talked about it—and it was tough, let me tell you. Yes, sir, a difficult decision to make. But in the end, you see, we kind of think, you ain’t got much range. You’re a cheeky chappie. A terrific laugh on the street. But you’re a one-trick pony, Billy. A one-trick pony.”

			“But you ain’t asked me to do anything else—”

			“And then there’s Friday night, Billy. You know, maybe it’s not the best thing for a person’s career if he goes around punching the guy that feeds him.”

			’Course that’s what it’s all about.

			“Okay. Never mind. We got other studios in town.”

			“That’s right, Billy. Attaboy.”

			


			Clara

			


			Billy was already at home and waiting for me when I finished work that Monday. He was crunched up in an armchair, staring out at the stunted little trees in our garden. I could tell something had happened, but I knew he didn’t like being pushed, so I tried to be normal.

			“Hello, Billy.” I gave the biggest smile I could. “Had a good weekend? What did you do?”

			Well, then he told me, and I didn’t know what to say. We knew we’d only been promised three months’ work, but neither of us had really thought what we would do if the work came to an end. I suppose we both just thought there’d be another film and then another one after that, and so life would go on.

			“There must be something we can do,” I said.

			“It ain’t us, it’s me,” he flashed. “You got plenty of work. You’re the Exciting New Talent in Motion Pictures.”

			I didn’t know what to say. Then I remembered what I’d been saving up to tell him, something I’d heard during the day. I’d been bursting with it when I came home, but then I saw him so mournful and I’d almost forgotten.

			“Guess who’s started at Keystone,” I said.

			“How can I guess that? Could be anyone.”

			“It’s Mr. Chaplin—Mr. Sydney Chaplin.”

			“Well, well. Our Syd.”

			“They say Charlie brought him over.”

			Billy swung round so he was sitting straight in the chair.

			“Well, maybe our Syd’ll give me some work then.” I can’t tell you how lovely it was to see him smile again.

			“And what about you?” he said. “You got another picture?”

			I had. This one was a story set in some mysterious country in Central Europe, and I was to be the flower girl who turns out to be a princess.

			“Just like real life,” said Billy. And we both laughed at that.

			


			Billy

			


			Well, well, ain’t that a turn up for the books? So old Syd has walked out on Karno too. Everyone wants to be in the movies. Everyone wants to get rich. Young Clara says she’s getting more money for the next picture, ’cos the last one is doing so well. If people want to pay to see her, then it’s only fair she gets something out of it too.

			So the next day I’m off to Keystone. Syd’ll help me out, I’m sure of it. He always done in London. Well, nearly always.

			It ain’t easy, I can tell you. Things is already different from just a few weeks ago. The movies is big business now and there’s more people crowding round the studios than dockers when a ship’s come into London. I push myself through like I work there and the little people are getting in my way. Well, that’s good till I get to the man on the gate, who don’t know me from Adam and Eve.

			“Nobody comes in,” he growls at me. “Don’t care if you’re the king of Spain’s daughter. Sling yer ’ook.”

			Well, he don’t actually use those words, ’cos he’s American and they don’t speak like us, but that’s what he means.

			“I gotta see Mr. Chaplin,” I says. “Mr. Sydney Chaplin. On account of he’s an old friend and will get you into trouble if you don’t let me see him.”

			Now, ’cos I ask for Sydney and not Charlie, he’s come over all doubtful, ’cos not many people know who he is. I stands there tapping my feet, impatient like, while he thinks what’s more likely to get him fired—letting me in or keeping me out.

			“Go on,” he says. He starts to say something else, but I’m through the gate like a ferret down a drainpipe, so I never hear what it is.

			It’s a busy old place, Keystone. They been going longer than our place—the one I just been fired from—and, well, they look like they’ve always been here. There’s hundreds of sets and hundreds of people and everybody’s shouting and running around. So how am I going to find Syd in all this?

			I ask a few people, but they’ve never heard of him. So I’m wandering around like a lost and lonely duckling on a river of busy rushing people when a girl stops to ask if she can help. I tell her I’m looking for Syd, and she ain’t heard of him either, but she says, “Charlie’s working over there today. Maybe his brother’s with him.”

			So I go in the direction she’s pointing and find the crew all grouped around a set of a bar, and sure enough Charlie’s there—and so is Syd, watching in the background. So I strolls over to him, casual as you please, and I stand next to him, like I just happen to be working there today, and I says, “Why, hello, Mr. Chaplin. I didn’t know you was here too. You come to keep your brother out of trouble, have you?”

			And he looks down at me (he’s tall—taller than Charlie too) and his face is completely blank.

			“You don’t recognise me, do you, Mr. Chaplin? Must be the sunshine.”

			“Why, Billy Bean, ain’t it?” he says, surprised, but not exceeding joyful. “So this is where you ended up.”

			“That’s right, Mr. Chaplin,” I says. “Ain’t it a pleasure to see you here.”

			“Well, I’m glad to see you too, Billy,” he says. “Old friends from the old country, eh?”

			“That’s right, Mr. Chaplin.”

			And he turns away from me and goes back to watching what they’re doing on set. Well, I wait a few minutes so as not to appear too keen or bothersome, and then I gives a little cough.

			“Still here, Billy?” he says.

			“Actual, Mr. Chaplin, I just happens to be free and available at this moment, and—”

			“You want me to give you some work?” he says. I nods and grins at him. But he don’t look all that accommodating today.

			“Not my place, Billy,” he says.

			“Sure, but you can maybe put in a word…” I say, all hopeful. But he shakes his head.

			“Thing is, Billy, I can’t trust you, now can I? I gave you a job. An important job, and you ran away and left us in the lurch. I can’t work with people who…betray me.”

			“That’s a strong word, Mr. Chaplin.”

			“It is.”

			And now he don’t just turn away, he heads off to talk to Charlie, ’cos there’s a break in the filming. Well, I have to say it’s a bit of a cheek coming from him, since he musta left Karno in the lurch, too, or he wouldn’t be here along with his brother. And he ain’t the only one, either, I know that for a fact.

			But what can you do? Something else’ll come along. Something always comes along for the irrepressible Billy Bean.
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			SOMEBODY’S LITTLE DOGGIE

			Clara

			


			I came back from the studio and there was Billy. I could tell he hadn’t got anything from Syd as soon as I looked at him. I didn’t need to say anything. He just shook his head.

			“There are other studios,” I said. “I’ll ask some of my people, too—see if they can help out. There must be lots of films could use someone like you.”

			He just grunted, so I got on with getting our supper ready. The studio had said they’d send somebody to cook and look after us, but I couldn’t be doing with that. I’ve spent so much of my life caring for other people. It wouldn’t be right having somebody do it for me. You know, I never changed, no matter how much they paid me. I think it’s important not to forget who you are—otherwise you become just like them.

			But you want to hear what Billy Bean did next.

			He was very downhearted that evening. I couldn’t get a smile out of him—I could hardly get a single word out of him. In the end I lost my patience a little bit—as you have to do with grumpy children sometimes.

			“Stop behaving like a child, Billy,” I snapped. “The only person who can help you is you. And you’ve always come out on top before, haven’t you?”

			That got him thinking about all the things he used to do, and he started to look a bit less miserable.

			“That’s right,” I said. “You’re Billy Bean. And don’t you forget it.”

			Well, it was a very slow smile, but it was a start.

			The very next day I sent him off to try at some of the other studios and film companies. He was well known enough to get in through the door, I was sure of that. And then—well, cheeky Billy could always get what he wanted in the end.

			And while he was doing that, in the break between filming my scenes, I asked a few people very quietly if they’d be able to help him. I asked a lot of people, because whatever they tell you about filming, most of it is waiting around for something—and if it’s not that, it’s waiting around for something else. So there’s lots of time for quiet little talks with people. 

			I expect you’ve already guessed what it took me that whole day to find out. Everybody loved Billy, but they were all too frightened. They didn’t dare have anything to do with him because he’d punched the studio head. They thought they’d lose their jobs too, if they were seen to be helping Billy along. If he’d been a bigger star, or if he’d punched somebody else, it wouldn’t have mattered much. But as it was, nobody wanted to know him.

			He was very gloomy when he came home that evening. It seemed the word had got around, and nobody wanted to know him. He said he’d even work as a stagehand instead of performing, but they still didn’t want him. 

			I had an idea.

			“I have an idea!” I said. “It’s the greatest acting challenge of your life…”

			“Yeah?”

			“You’ll be my nice clean-cut new assistant, and the studio can pay you to help me. But they won’t know it’s you.”

			“That’s a stupid idea.”

			“Please yourself,” I said. “But it looks like the only chance you have for now.”

			He didn’t like the idea of working for me either. But at least it gave him some money, even if it wasn’t much.

			“Just don’t grin,” I said. “Keep the cheeky chap under your hat.”

			


			Billy

			


			Well, I try it for Clara, because she’s trying to help, and she wants to look after me like she always has back in London, but it weren’t ever gonna work, and she knew it, too, deep down.

			I dresses me up in a smart new suit and slicks my hair down and follows her around all clean and shiny for a few days. I don’t know how many people know it’s me, but they don’t say nothing.

			It’s the parties that get me. Work is work, and it ain’t easy making motion pictures, but then, ’cos she’s famous, she’s invited to all these swell parties where everyone drips diamonds and looks down their ugly noses at you ’cos you’re only a servant. I remember that. That’s why I went on the streets in London, so as I could be my own person, instead of somebody’s little doggie, stroked or kicked, depending.

			So it ain’t all that long before I can’t do it no more. And it ain’t comfortable, I gotta be honest. Ain’t comfortable seeing Clara the big star and me nothing but carrying her bags.

			I don’t know what you think about fate. If some gypsy stood here with her crystal ball and told me that my life was gonna change tonight, I wouldn’t believe her. But it does, all the same.

			Because that friend of mine, the head of the studio, is at the party tonight. It’s in one of them swanky hotels where you can hardly dare to walk past the Uniform on the door, even if your money is as good as anyone else’s. Except it never is, of course. And there’s a crowd all around the door and the pavement, spilling onto the road. Now, you remember what I think about crowds. Well, this is one of the good crowds, where I can disappear. Nobody’s looking at me, they’re all looking at Clara, and all the other stars, and the big studio bosses.

			And then, what do you know, who’s trying to push his way through these people, but my very own friend—the one I punched ’cos he insulted Clara. And—I can’t believe it—he’s jostled, and I see them, the distractor and the picker, and the picker’s got his wallet from the studio head’s jacket and he hasn’t even noticed. And I think, I got to do something here.

			Now you think I’m going to attack the picker and get the wallet back and so the studio head is gonna be all grateful and make me a star.

			Well, give over. That ain’t gonna happen in real life.

			You’re right, though. I do get the wallet back from the picker—he don’t notice. He ain’t very good, and he’s thinking about the next mark. I’m gone in the crowd in no time. So I extracts the folding stuff from the smooth expensive piece of leather—for safety, you know—and I pushes myself back through the crowd till I’m up against the studio head. I don’t know why. Maybe I’m trying to prove something to myself. I nudges him, and he looks real shocked.

			“You had your pocket picked, sir,” I says. “It weren’t me, but I saw it ’appen, and I chased ’em for you and ’ere’s your wallet back.”

			He takes it, all suspicious, and looks in it.

			“The money!” he says. “My money’s gone!”

			Well, I just shrugs. What can I say? ‘Yes sir, I got it’? No.

			“They must have took it, sir,” I says.

			He stares at me for a couple of seconds, and then he pushes through the crowd like he’s been doing all his life. I bet he thinks I picked his pocket and stole his money, but he can’t prove it. That’s why I give it back to him. So he’d have that doubt, but he couldn’t do nothing about it.

			So now I got a pocket full of cash I don’t want. I still got my pay from the movie I never made, and anyway Clara don’t charge me rent, so I don’t need it. But I know who does. I remembers that little boy and his poor family. 

			Anyway, for now I got to find Clara. I got to stick right close to her. That’s my job. So I work my way around the edge of the crowd until I’m at the door—and they won’t let me in.

			“You know who I am?” I says, really stupid. 

			“Sure,” they says. “You’re that Billy Bean, and we been told you ain’t comin’ in. Not now. Not never. No-how.”

			So that’s what I done by being Mr. Clever. Next morning they don’t let me into the studio with Clara either.

			“Yeah, we know who you are,” they say. “We can’t let you in. We got strict and very particular instructions.”

			


			Clara

			


			Sometimes Billy was his own worst enemy. Soon he found out that it wasn’t just our studio, but all the other ones—even the ones he hadn’t tried before. None of them wanted anything to do with him. He was shut out of the movie business. I still can’t understand how it happened. And the poor boy had come all these thousands of miles for what? In the end for nothing at all.

			Then he disappeared again. It worried me, because this time it was different. He’d changed. That open grin, and that cheerful bragging—all gone. He’d turned secretive. 

			When three days had passed and he still hadn’t turned up, I began to think I should do something about it. I liked Billy. We had our arguments, but we were friends—and I couldn’t forget that I’d been sent to America in the first place to look after Billy and the other boys. Even though all our lives had changed so much since then, I still couldn’t shake that sense of duty.

			So I went looking for him. I didn’t have the faintest idea where to look, but I went out anyway. I thought about the way he used to be a bit of a thief, and I went to the rich parts of town and looked in the crowds of shoppers. And I went to the poorer parts of the city, where I saw how much I’d changed too. Because these streets were like the ones where I’d grown up—and where I’d raised my little brothers and sisters. But now people stared at me—not just because I was a stranger, but because my clothes were so much better than they could afford. And I’d been very careful to wear only my ordinary going-to-work clothes. I started to understand how Billy felt. I didn’t belong anywhere anymore.

			I knew it was hopeless, but I just had to try. I searched for two days. Early on the third morning I was woken by a brisk and business-like rapping on the door. I leapt out of a bed like a jack-in-the-box and pulled on my dressing-gown. It was a car from the studio, come to take me to work. I’d almost forgotten that I was in the middle of making a film—hard to believe, I know.

			Our producer had no doubts about what I was supposed to be doing. He took me straight into his office and shut the door. This was a new side of him for me. He’d always been softly spoken and friendly to me. But that wasn’t how he was that morning.

			“Listen to me, little lady,” he said. “You might think you’re a big star, but you ain’t so big that we can’t find another one just like you. Look out there—outside that gate there are hundreds of little girls from all over America, all queuing up to be in motion pictures. And I’m sure as hell that at least a couple of dozen are as good as you.”

			I opened my mouth to explain, to apologise, but he held up his hand.

			“I’m not finished,” he said. “See all those people round those cameras out there? That’s money. Every second they’re standing there is costing me money. And because you thought you’d like a little break, they were standing there for two whole days doing nothing but costing me money. If I weren’t such a nice guy, I’d take it out of your pay cheque. I won’t do that, but listen, lady. If you pull a stunt like that again then you’re out. No more Mr. Nice Guy. No more special treatment. Now get outta here.”

			He went out first. I remember I just burst into tears. Not really because he’d shouted at me. He was right. But because he didn’t let me say anything at all to explain. Though I suppose looking for Billy Bean, who wasn’t exactly their favourite person, wasn’t going to be much of an excuse.

			I didn’t know what to do. I liked my work, and I needed the money. Without it I’d be back on the streets too. I really wanted to find Billy. I was so worried. But was it worth my job? Billy’s going to be all right, I told myself. He always is. But something still gave me a heavy feeling down in my stomach.

			


			Billy

			


			It’s like I got the plague or something. I’ll be honest with you, I don’t know where to go. There’s nowhere I want to be. There’s nothing I want to do. Then I thinks of the ocean. That’s peaceful. The ocean’s so big you can’t do nothing about it. You just gotta take what happens. 

			So I heads off to the place I was before. Maybe there’ll be some of the guys I met there. They got the right idea. They don’t care. And sure enough, I find a couple of familiar faces, and that makes me feel better right away.

			“So what you gonna do now, Billy?” they says. 

			“I dunno. I don’t know how to do nothing except for performing—and thieving, of course.”

			“Trouble with thieving is when you get caught.”

			They’re all nodding around the fire, like somebody set them all going at once.

			“You can do your performing in the street. Put a hat out,” one of them says—his name’s Bob, I think.

			“Mighty hard work, that,” and they’re all off nodding again.

			Well, we talk around and around, and they tell me about their travels, and we drink the beer somebody was given, and eat the beans somebody stole, and we queue up for soup off the back of a waggon, and then we sleep. The crackling of the fire, and the waves of the ocean—it’s a lullaby you can’t beat.

			Next morning I’m cold and stiff, and there’s a fog over the sea. It don’t look so cheerful now. There’s a crinkly feel in my pocket, and I remember I’m going to give that contribution from the studio head to the little boy’s family to help them along a bit.

			I’m right proud of myself when I find the way back there, and I’m grinning all over my face when they open the door. ’Course they don’t want to take it, but I won’t take it back. I say it’s some money I won, and it’s only a little bit of it, and anyways, I ain’t taking it back. So I leaves it on their kitchen table (that makes it sound like they got more than one room, or one table, don’t it?) and I just walk away.

			“It ain’t stolen,” I tells them. “Nobody’s gonna come looking for it.”

			That’s a lie, you say? Well, I’m shocked you think me capable of such a thing. To the pure all things is pure, that’s right, ain’t it?

			There’s the rest of them kids out in the street, so I follows them along just ’cos I’m curious to see if kids here do the same thing as kids in London. Well, ’course they do. 

			They don’t see I’m following them, ’cos I’m better at this than they are. A few streets away from where my family live (I thinks of them as my family, now—I ain’t got anyone else in this town) there’s a market, and it looks as if those kids ain’t thinking about coming home with less money in their pockets than what they have now. Trouble is, like I say, they ain’t very good. One of them gets caught almost immediate and whisked off by his ear to a cop who just happens to be sauntering by. The cop don’t really want to deal with this kid, ’cos it’s too much trouble, and he ain’t actually managed to steal anything, so he gives him a talking to and a whack across the back of his legs with his truncheon and sends him on his way. He’s only about ten or eleven (the kid, that is, not the cop) and I bet he don’t know even how lucky he is.

			And that gives me an idea. I know I promised Clara I wouldn’t do no more thieving, but that was back then. Everything’s kind of changed now. I got to live somehow—and, anyway, Clara ain’t here. 

			


			Clara

			


			It was all too much. I didn’t realise it at the time, but I was completely overwhelmed during those weeks. I’d drifted into making films by accident—I didn’t ask to, it was offered to me—and then to find myself so suddenly famous…Soon I couldn’t go anywhere without people recognising me. And once Billy had disappeared, I had nobody to talk to, nobody to share it with. Nobody I could just be normal with. I was surrounded by strangers. It was a very unhappy time. If you watch the films I made then—if you can find any of them—you can sometimes catch it in my face when I’m in the background of a scene.

			I never thought I’d miss Billy. To begin with, he’d always been a bit of a nuisance; then, when it was just the two of us coming to Los Angeles, we kind of got used to each other. I suppose we became a bit like an old married couple all at once—as if we’d bypassed all the falling in love and falling out of love and went straight to twenty-five years of marriage. Well, be that as it may, I wanted to keep searching the city until I found him, but I knew that I probably never would find him like that. And the film making wasn’t just about me. A lot of people are involved in making a film, and they all depend on each other. So I couldn’t just walk away and leave all of them while I went to look for Billy. So I carried on working, because there was nothing else I could do.

			I did worry, though. And every day since then, for all these years, I’ve gone over and over what happened in those few weeks. What could I have done to make it turn out different?
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			BRIGHT SHINY SCALES AND FINS

			Billy

			


			In every bunch of kids, there’s always one or two who say what happens. It ain’t always the noisiest, neither. I sidles discreetly up to the leader of this lot, and I leans all casual-like against the wall next to him.

			“Who are you?” he says, all suspicious—you can’t blame him. “What do you want?”

			“I reckon I can help you,” I says.

			“Oh yeah? What makes you think we need help?”

			“That cop beating your boy, for one thing,” I says, quiet as you please.

			“What kind of help?”

			“What he was trying to do out there… I’m a bit of a genius in that kind of a way. I can teach your lot how to do it—without getting caught.”

			“How do we know you don’t work for the cops?”

			“You don’t,” I says. “Maybe you just have to believe what I say.”

			“What do you get out of it?”

			“We do it my way. And we’ll all be happy, I promise you. Want to give it a try?”

			He thinks for a minute, then he nods. “Okay,” he says. “But if we find you’ve double-crossed us, we’ll kill you. Got it?”

			“’Course.”

			He calls the others round him and we all heads off in a pack to somewhere quiet. There’s a lot of building going on in this city. Sometimes you can’t tell if a building’s going up or falling down. And that means there’s lots of secret spaces—cellars and bit of open ground—where nobody will ever find you if you don’t want. ’Specially if you keep a lookout.

			So we practise. I teach ’em how to pick pockets. Sometimes I’m the mark, and sometimes it’s one of the others. And once I just burst out laughing and they think I’m mad. It’s ’cos I just remembered that first film I did, where I was the Dodger in scenes out of Oliver Twist. Well, ain’t I being the Dodger now? Or even more, I’m Fagin—I’m the cook in the thieves’ kitchen.

			Well, after a little while I can see that some of them’s beginning to get the idea. And some of them never will ’cos they don’t understand, or they’re too clumsy, or both. Still, you got to take the rough with the smooth.

			“Them two,” I tell the boss. “Them’s a danger to you. They ain’t never going to get it right, and they’ll get caught. So you got to leave them out.”

			And he nods like the king of thieves listening to his expert general.

			“Now, there’s one more thing,” I says—loud so all of them can hear. “If I’m gonna help you, it’s got to be my rules. And my rules is, we’re very choosy about who we takes from. Somebody who’s done you harm, yes, of course. Somebody who’s got more than they know what to do with, well, of course—we can help them there. But we ain’t taking from anyone who’s got no more than we have. Nobody like us, right?”

			They’re some of them a bit confused, here, but they all nod along. So you see, I’m doing what I can, Clara.

			Nothing at all happens for ages. We have a lark practising on each other and we follows people along the street all the way home without them noticing, so we knows where they live and whether they got any money, but we don’t do no thieving. It’s good, really, don’t you think? Seems I’m giving these kids a good time and teaching ’em useful stuff, but we ain’t harming anyone else.

			But soon it’s all different.

			It’s a mum what comes to us. She’s all upset and crying, and we don’t know where to look. She says we got to help her. She heard from the little boy’s parents that I been kind to them and given them money even though they didn’t want it.

			“They was too proud, but it saved their lives,” she says.

			Then she starts talking about her poor little old grandma, what lives in a tiny basement and can hardly keep herself warm and has to scrape around to get enough to eat, and now the landlord’s gonna throw her out ’cos she can’t pay her rent and…well, you get the story.

			“She’ll die on the street,” says this woman. “You just got to help her.”

			And she says, “You don’t even have to stir yourself, Mr. Billy Bean. I can take it to her.”

			I can’t help laughing at that. I mean, I wasn’t born yesterday, was I? No more than you was. You see, she spoilt it for herself there, didn’t she? Had a good story, but she gone too far. You got to let people swim into your little net of their own free will. If you reaches out and grabs ’em, well, any fish would just flit off down the river again. Me, she had me believing in her old grandma. I was feeling real sorry for the poor old dear. But then she gets impatient, and when she says she’s gonna be helpful, right away I’m thinking, well, I do believe there ain’t no grandma. 

			So I says, “It ain’t no trouble. Let’s go see her now,” and she back-pedals faster than a monkey on a unicycle.

			“Well, it ain’t so easy now,” she says. “I guess she’ll be sleeping. Maybe tomorrow.”

			“That’s dandy,” I says. “Just you come and see me tomorrow.”

			’Course, I know I’ll never see her again—and sure enough, I never do. But don’t it just show how careful you gotta be, and don’t it just show how people build you up and believe all kinds of stories if they want to? Like any trickster knows, it ain’t the real truth that matters. It’s getting people to want what you’re telling ’em to be the truth.

			Does worry me a bit, though—what they’re saying about me out there.

			


			Clara

			


			I suppose it was two or three weeks later that I first started to hear the very strangest stories. Things about Billy Bean. A poor little kid was caught by the police, and Billy swept the little boy away from right under their noses. A little old lady was going to lose her home, and Billy not only paid her rent, but gave the greedy landlord such a fright that he lived a reformed life and never behaved badly again. A couple of lads were robbing a small corner shop—a grocery store, I think it was—and Billy Bean caught them at it and made them put everything back and apologise to the store’s owner.

			I didn’t know where these stories were coming from, and almost every day there seemed to be another one. But try as I might, I couldn’t find anyone who could tell me how to find the famous Billy.

			


			Billy

			


			Good times. We’ve been having some good times, and I reckon we deserves it—not just me. I done all right out of life in the end, but them poor kids ain’t never had a single penny to rub together. See, we’re only a small little gang, and we’re careful that we don’t show ourselves over much. Sometimes we just sits around in some tumbledown building, talking and singing a few songs, telling a few stories, just taking our minds off the rest of the day to come. 

			A few days ago there really was a little old lady gonna be thrown out on the street. Her grandson comes crying to us, and he takes us round to see her. And at that very moment there’s a shark on her doorstep and his evil mouth’s right wide open, and all she can do is wring her hands and plead with him not to make her homeless. 

			Well, I watch this little show for a while, and I says, “We ain’t having that,” I says. “We’ll get the money for her.”

			So we goes on a little fishing expedition downtown where all the rich fish swim, showing off their bright shiny scales and fins to impress them mermaids. Well, it don’t take long, and we don’t get caught, and soon we got enough to keep the little old lady off the street till the summer comes round again. So we packs it in and melts away, like an icicle in the sunshine.

			’Course the old lady is happy. And her family starts asking questions, but we gives ’em a refrain of the old school song, “Don’t you ask no questions and you won’t be told no lies,” and it ain’t long before they think maybe they’d rather leave it be and take the help while they can. So all in all we’re full of satisfaction that we done a good day’s work.

			But then on our way back home we sees something that—well, we just can’t let it go by. There’s a car parked at the side of the road, and its doors and windows are open so the driver can enjoy his break in the sunshine. So we look a bit closer at who’s in the car, and what do you know? It’s that Shark, the rent collector we already seen terrorising the poor old lady—and everybody else, mind. But he ain’t terrorising now. He’s havin’ his sandwiches. And he ain’t paying the attention what he ought to be paying to something what’s in his care. Namely, the suitcase full of money he squeezed out of the poor people who are just struggling to keep a roof over their heads and bring up their kids proper instead of turning them into thieves and robbers ’cos they got no other alternatives. 

			So we got to do something, don’t you think? I mean, ain’t this an opportunity? I mean, if we was just to walk on by, why we’d regret it for the rest of our days. But then again, it ain’t that simple, ’cos he knows the kids around his houses, so we got to think of some kind of distraction that don’t involve our little gang.

			I got them all hiding out of the way so’s the Shark wouldn’t see any of ’em, but how to get him away from his car? And then at that very moment coming round the corner I sees a figure that looks familiar. It’s only one of our little group from the beach, ain’t it? No way the Shark would know him. So I runs over and pushes him into a doorway so’s not to be seen. He’s kind of surprised and frightened at first but then he sees it’s just me.

			“I got a dollar for you here, Noah,” I says. “All you got to do is make a bit of a fuss around that guy over there in his car, see?”

			Well, he looks doubtful at first, but a dollar…it’s a lot of money for him.

			“Okay,” he says. “What do I have to do?”

			So I tells him. And I goes back to the kids, staying out of sight of the Shark all the time.

			“Right, Jessie,” I says. “You’re the best at this. You and your Tommy sneak up on the car while our friend is all distracted, and ever so quick and quiet you lifts the case of money through the window.”

			Jessie was only ten, but she was nimble and clever—better than all the rest of them, really. And so it come to pass. Old Noah worked famous, pretending to be drunk and making a commotion. He sidles up to the Shark’s car, and peers at the front of it, so of course out gets the Shark and looks to see what he’s looking at. And then Noah, he grabs the Shark by the arm and leads him off round the corner, talking to him all confidential and breathing all over him. Then Jessie, she’s over there and into the car like a whippet and comes back with the case, and we just runs. Oh, we have fun!

			So we gets to a quiet spot and takes a look to see what we got. All the rent in neat envelopes, labelled with people’s names.

			“Well, that’s easy,” I say. “We just give the rent back to everyone, and next time they can pay the Shark with his own money. We ain’t stolen nothing.”

			Well, didn’t we laugh…

			


			Clara

			


			Then one day, I decided I just couldn’t do it anymore. I had to find Billy and see what was really happening. I was supposed to be looking after him—and I wanted to look after him—and instead I was just enjoying myself making films.

			I was finished with the film we were working on, and at the end of the day I went over to the studio offices and told them that I was going.

			“You have a contract, young lady. You can’t go,” they said.

			I said that my friends were more important than movies.

			“What friends? That no-hoper Billy Bean? Grow up. We’re your friends now, and we’re the only friends you got.”

			But I wouldn’t let them change my mind. So they got nasty. It’s all they know how to do.

			“Okay, princess. If that’s the way you feel. But you’ll never work in this town again. Look what happened to Billy. You want that to happen to you?”

			Well, I didn’t say anything, but a lot had happened since those early days. And as far as movies went, I was a lot bigger than Billy had been. I didn’t think I’d have any trouble getting another picture. But, anyway, I didn’t care. I had to find him. The things I was hearing about gangs and robbery were really worrying, because I knew that kind of life always ended the same way—and it wasn’t quietly in bed at a grand old age.

			But how was I going to find him? I wasn’t used to the kind of people he must have in his gang —oh, you’ll say that I must have known people like that growing up in London. Well, not really. In our family, we always washed our faces and tried to keep our clothes clean, however threadbare they became; and we went to school as long as we could. Certainly we lived among people like that in Kennington and Waterloo, but I was never one of them. And this was a different country, of course. An outsider from the wrong part of town would be in danger, never mind the wrong country.

			Some of our crew looked as if they’d know the right sort of people, though. The props men—they used to be able to find all sorts of strange objects for our sets. Nothing ever seemed too difficult for them, whether it was a shoe with the sole coming off, a teapot, broken or not, or an ancient Greek statue.

			“Why d’you want to know?” His name was Bud. He liked me; but he didn’t know me all that well, and he was a careful man. I told him our story. Well, that tickled him. Of course he knew all about Billy Bean and the things people were saying about him—everybody did. Billy was stealing from the rich and giving to the poor. Billy had pulled off a monstrous trick and whisked a million dollars from right under the noses of the guards…I’m sure he had nothing to do with most of the things people said he was doing.  

			Apart from those stories, Bud only knew that Billy Bean and I were film stars. How would he have known where we came from? For a long time, all he could say was, “Well, if that ain’t the strangest thing…Well, dang…And Charlie Chaplin too. Well, dang…”

			


			Billy

			


			Thing about the city of Los Angeles is that rich people don’t walk. It ain’t like London where you can get in amongst ’em and help yourself. So what we did is we went to the places all their swanky cars and carriages came—the posh restaurants, and the movie theatres, and the concert halls. And then we used to give them glittery people a little test. One of the kids would push his way through the rich, swanky crowd, with all their furs and diamonds dripping, and eventually somebody—man or woman, they wasn’t fussy—somebody would kick our kid and tell ’em to sling their ’ook. So that was how we found our marks. And then somebody else would go in, much more slinky and careful-like, and just help a few of those diamonds or pearls drip in our direction…

			We was careful. Never the same people in the same place twice. So little Jessie might do a movie premiere one night, and then the next week she’d help out at a restaurant crowd. There’s no way anyone could tell it was us.

			What did we do with the stuff? Well, if it was things like a watch or something like that, really we couldn’t do nothing with it, ’cos we had no place to fence it. So we gave it to the guys on the beach so they could sell it on their travels and make what they could of it. Lord knows they was poorer than any of us. But if it was money we happened to come across, well, we’d share it out among the deserving families to help them along a bit. None of it was for us.

			These days I got to be careful where I go, ’cos people know my face, but I can’t stay hid forever, can I? So one day I’m walking along, whistling a little tune and feeling good with the sun on my face, and I see someone at the side of the road, but I ain’t really looking, and just as I’m passing I hear a voice.

			“Hello, Billy,” it says.

			And well, blow me if it ain’t Clara. And you know what? I’m really happy to see her. I ain’t been thinking about her too much lately, what with being busy and all—and also, being honest with myself, ’cos I kind of know deep down, that she wouldn’t see the good side of what me and the gang are doing. And here she is, all smiles and a big happy face.

			So we have a hug and then she says, “So how are you keeping, Billy?”

			She’s different somehow. Kind of older. Sure of herself in a quiet kind of a way. And her voice is soft and easy.

			“Famous,” I says. “I been famous, thank you, Clara. But not as famous as you. We see your face on every street corner now.”

			“Oh,” she says, like she’s waving it all away. “I just do what they tell me. But I tell you what,” she says. “It’s lonely sometimes. I don’t have anyone who knows me well. Nobody like you, Billy, where I don’t have to pretend to be something I’m not.”

			It was real nice of her, saying that. 

			“I’m glad I’ve found you, Billy,” she says. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”
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			 HE KNOCKS ME OFF THE CHAIR

			Clara

			


			I didn’t know how to start. The thing is, I did really care about Billy. Oh, not in any romantic way, but I really was fond of him. And we shared so much, and there we were, just the two of us, six thousand miles from home and surrounded by strangers. And all of them wanted something from you. Wanted you to be what they wanted you to be. And most of all I was worried about Billy, because I could see he was going to end up in jail, or dead. It’s a short life, his way.

			“Billy,” I said. “Come home.”

			He just shook his head.

			“Please,” I said.

			“It’s such larks, Clara. You wouldn’t believe,” he said. “And we’re doing good. It ain’t real thieving.”

			“It is real thieving, Billy. You ask the people you steal from. They think they’ve been robbed.”

			“They can afford it. They got too much anyway.”

			“They’ll get you, Billy. Sooner or later, they’ll get you.”

			“I got people depend on me now,” he said. “I got people looking up to me. I can’t just walk away and leave ’em.”

			“Where do you sleep?”

			“Different places. Kids’ houses. The beach—I got friends at the beach too. I ain’t had so much fun since I was a nipper.”

			I remember I was filled with sadness, because he really seemed to believe what he was saying—and because it made me feel so lonely.

			“Don’t be angry with me, Clara.”

			“I’m not angry, Billy. I just want you to come home with me.”

			He stood there and looked at me. Both of us knew we weren’t going to get what we wanted. All I could do is reach out and hug him again.

			“Be careful, Billy,” I whispered.

			“Yeah, don’t you worry about me, Clara dear.”

			But we didn’t let each other go for the longest while. We’d never hugged before. I think we both knew that most likely we never would again.

			


			Billy

			


			Weren’t it just grand to see Clara again? Made me a little bit misty-eyed for those grand old times back in London at old Fred Karno’s. Oh, I knew she was gonna go on about what I should and shouldn’t do. But I’m right glad she found me. Don’t she just worry, though? I know I got to be careful, but they ain’t gonna get me. I’m always out of the way. Me, I’m the mastermind behind it all. Like Santa Claus with his little elves. My little helpers does the running around. I just teaches ’em what to do and how to do it. I do good for people. We all of us do.

			This sunny morning I’m sitting in the shade of a tree out in the orange groves out on La Brea and along comes little Jessie and her big brother, Tommy, and he ain’t looking too clever, truth to tell. He’s got a shiner you wouldn’t believe—half his face is all brown and blue and blotchy, and he’s moving kind of stiff. Looks like someone had a real go at him.

			“What’s up, Tommy?” I says, showing sympathy like you’re supposed to—though we all gets beaten now and again. Part of life, ain’t it?

			“I got a message,” he says, ever so quiet and mumbly. 

			“Yeah? Who from?”

			“Can’t tell you his name.”

			“Ain’t much of a message then, is it?”

			“He says you got to leave his territory alone, or he’ll kill you.”

			“He said that?”

			“Yeah, and he beat me up.”

			“What’s he do, then?”

			“He says if anyone’s gonna run rings round the cops here, it’s gonna be him. Butt out, he says.”

			“Okay, well, tell him I got his message.”

			Truth be told I never thought about that side of it. Cops, sure; but another criminal mastermind —not that I was being criminal, you understand—I never thought I could be treading on toes like that. Made me think for a bit. Maybe I better be a bit quiet for a while.

			So I’m walking along the road back to the city now, kicking at stones and thinking, so I ain’t paying much attention. And suddenly there’s a screech of tyres, sounds like them frightened pigs I heard in the slaughterhouses in old London Town. Only it’s a different kind of pig.

			“Your name William Bean?” is what they say. One of them’s waving his big truncheon, and the other has his big gun pointing at me; but I can’t help it, I want to laugh ’cos all I can think is Keystone Cops. But there ain’t no cameras here, so I guess these guys is real cops. And it’s a really bad idea to laugh at real cops, so I has a little fit of coughing instead.

			“Yessir,” I says, humble as you please.

			They makes me lean against their shiny new car and pats me all over for those guns and knives I don’t have. Then I has to get in and they drives me to their little police station and locks me in a cell. All this time they hardly says nothing, and I just know it’s a waste of breath to argue, so I goes along with it all. But I do think about what’s gonna happen now.

			Best thing is always to say nothing. Otherwise you’re gonna trap yourself. There’s a big burly cop with buck teeth, like a seven-foot rabbit, takes me from the cell and sits me in a little dusty room. And in comes a dapper little chappie with glasses and no hair, and he sits himself down across the kitchen table and shuffles his papers like a schoolmaster, and he leans back and looks at me watching him.

			“Well, Billy,” he says. “We got you at last.”

			But I don’t say nothing. I lets myself have a little smile, ’cos I’m thinking about what they ain’t got.

			“You can go to the chair, Billy. Know what that means?”

			I nod.

			“You can fry for what you’ve done. What do you think about that, eh, Billy?”

			He looks at me with a smile on his face like a favourite uncle—the uncle who gives you an apple with one hand and whacks you with his belt with the other.

			“No, it’s not as bad as that. I misled you. We don’t send people to the electric chair here in California, Billy. We hang them. By the neck. Until they’re dead.” 

			He’s pleased with himself. He’s watching me, wanting me to start crying or something.

			“But there is a way out of it. Why, we might be able to get your time in jail down to no more than ten or fifteen years. You’ll still be young when you come out, Billy. That sounds better, doesn’t it? Better than dead. What do you say?”

			He’s done his job. I’m scared as hell. But I’m also pretty sure that he don’t have a thing he can stick on me. And I been up before the beak in London a couple of times. I know how long it all takes and how much talk has to happen. For now, I’ll just keep my mouth shut.

			He sighs. Now he’s talking like a disappointed schoolteacher.

			“Have it your way, Billy,” he says. “I’ll send in big Davie. Maybe you’ll understand him better.”

			


			Clara

			


			Was it my fault? I’ve asked myself that question every day since then. What could I have done? That sad morning when I finally found Billy. I walked away feeling very down, and I didn’t notice the police car stopping.

			“Excuse me, miss,” I heard. “Is it really you?”

			I think, well, yes. Of course it’s really me. 

			“Are you really that Miss Clara from the movies?”

			I nodded. I didn’t want to speak; I was still worrying about Billy.

			“Hey, can we have an autograph?”

			Well, I signed their notebooks for them; but then they asked if it was Billy Bean from the movies that I’d been talking to. I nodded. If I’d been thinking at all, I should have said no, but he was gone by then and I thought he was safe.

			“That’s so exciting,” they said. “We’ll look out for him. Maybe talk to him later.”

			If I’d told them it was just a stranger, another fan, they might never have tried to find him. I’m sure things would have turned out differently if they hadn’t.

			


			Billy

			


			So they leave me all alone for a long, long time. And I’m thinking about what’s gonna happen next, which is what they want me to be thinking. And then big Davie comes in, waving his truncheon and looking all fearsome. I’ll be honest with you, I’m scared. I had beatings before, ’course I have, but it’s different when you know what to expect, ain’t it? Like when your dad’s been out drinking, he does it in a certain way. Or your mates in the street. It’s what you don’t know that scares you most.

			But you got to keep cool, so when Davie comes in, I looks up at him and nods. He pulls the table away from in front of me, and I’m thinking, “Hello, ’ere we go,” but turns out he’s a surprising kind of a guy.

			He don’t kick at me or knock me over. He sits himself down in the other chair and looks at me quiet for a while. He’s a pretty fearsome looker, I gotta say, so it don’t make my mind any easier. But I just waits. I got good at that lately. 

			“You ain’t gonna win, Billy,” he says. 

			I just shakes my head.

			“No. I don’t mean that. We ain’t got nothing on you here. You know that and we know that. I’ll give you a couple of bruises and you’ll be outta here.” He even pats me on the shoulder. “What I mean is, you ain’t never gonna win. Where do you think I come from? Most of us cops is just the same as you only we got a uniform. What I mean is, rich people are always gonna win. They’re always gonna get you. It don’t have nothing to do with right and wrong. Just give it up, Billy. For your own good. Listen to people that know.”

			He knocks me off the chair almost half-hearted. But he’s a big guy so it does the bruising job just as well. Then he kicks my legs a couple of times and, sure enough, half an hour later I’m walking on down the road again. I’m a bit stiff where it hurts, but I’m okay.

			I head for the beach. It’s a way away, but a farmer passes in his pickup truck and lets me ride in the back with his dog and a load of old sacks and tools. And there they are, my mates around their little fire, day and night, summer or winter. And the ocean saying we’re all so small, it don’t matter.

			I ain’t gonna pretend. I’m thinking maybe I should do what they say. After I seen Clara, and then the cops…maybe this ain’t the right thing. Maybe I should just follow these here friends and ride the railroads across this enormous country they got. Back and forth, up and down. Never the same place twice. I don’t want to be a bad guy. And I don’t want to die in prison neither.

			They was fond of singing round their fire. Drink and singing was what they did most. That and travel tales—though you could hardly believe half of them. So we sings songs of Billy the Kid, and Jesse James, and I give ’em Dick Turpin, and Jack Wild, and Robin Hood—like we used to do on the stage back in old London town. All them ballads of great men who didn’t do what they was told. All of them early dead.

			And a couple of days later I think to myself, I’m done here. I ain’t gonna be in movies. I ain’t gonna be the man everyone looks to. It’s just me. Just Billy Bean. So I reckon it’s time to travel on.

			I take advice of old Japhet, and he tells me exactly where to jump on the railroad that goes north up to San Francisco. I like that idea. Sounds like a place I’d like to be. A way to say goodbye to this old life and all those worn-through dreams. I’m off to find me some new ones. 

			So when the sun comes up on that ocean, I says goodbye to them round the fire, and I trot off down the road, on my way to my new life, and I’m feeling good and free. Quite excited, truth be told. And who should I see on the road but young Tommy. You remember Tommy? ’Course you do. Little Jessie’s brother what got beat. Unhappy was how he looked. And worried.

			“What’s the matter, Tommy?” I sings out, all cheery to get a smile off him. But he ain’t smiling.

			“Pa’s sick and we ain’t got no money for the doctor.”

			“Oh, Tommy, I ain’t doing that stuff no more. I’m movin’ on.”

			“We was gonna do it all ourselves. So’s we didn’t have to ask you.”

			“That’s good, Tommy,” I says.

			“Yeah, but Jim got caught and they locked him up and Thaddeus too. And Pa’s so sick, like he’s gonna die. And Ma says she don’t know what she’ll do, ’cos if he dies we won’t have no money nor roof over our heads and we’re gonna die too. I don’t wanna die, Billy.”

			Well, I goes with him ’cos I can’t not go, can I? Though I have to be honest, my feeling good is kind of slid away. And when we get there it’s a whole lot worse than he said.
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			THERE AIN’T NO PLAN

			Clara

			


			You’ll think badly of me for leaving him that afternoon. I feel bad too. I’ve never stopped thinking of it. But what else could I have done? He wasn’t going to listen to me. I certainly wasn’t going to join him in his little gang. It made me realise what it must be like to be a parent. Children get to an age where they’re too big for you to tell them what to do. You can give advice, you can talk to them, but in the end all you can do is watch and hope that they don’t hurt themselves.

			And I thought that the best thing I could do was continue working so that I still had a home big enough for Billy to come back to when he was ready.

			


			Billy

			


			There’s a crowd outside where he lives—it’s what they calls a tenement, about five floors high and full of families living in one or two rooms. That’s a lot of people. We pushes our way through the crowd, and I’m thinking it’s like an audience. For a circus, I think. And sure enough, we get to the front, and there’s a ringmaster who’s wearing clothes much too spick to be got dirty with actual workin’. And two blokes coming out of the house carrying a bed. And they put the bed on the street and go back inside, just waiting in the doorway for another couple of blokes to come out carrying a table.

			“Them’s ours!” Tommy shrieks. And sure enough, when the cupboard comes out, Tommy’s ma and little Jessie are following behind. And his ma is begging the men to take the stuff back inside, but they’re just behaving like she ain’t there. The ringmaster, though, he talks to her. He makes her give him the house keys, then he ticks off something on his bunch of papers and makes her sign something and off they goes in their big old car, and the bed and the table and stuff is still all over the road.

			“Pa’s gone, Tommy. He’s gone now,” I hear his ma say, though it ain’t no more than a whisper, and soon the show’s over, and mostly people have gone, except a few friends, all of them crying round Tommy and his sobbing ma. Tommy’s kind of hugging his ma and little Jessie, and both the kids turn round and look at me like there’s something I can do. I can’t stand it. I’m turning away and Tommy cries out, “What you gonna do, Billy?” like he knows I got a plan.

			But there ain’t no plan.

			I goes and sits in a hidden place where we used to come to talk. It ain’t far away, and pretty soon there’s most of the gang there, too, all excepting Jim and Thaddeus, who are being entertained by the cops right now, which makes them unable to attend. And all them kids has their little eyes on me, just waiting for me to tell them what to do.

			They’re right. I got to do something—we all got to do something, ain’t that right? We can’t let them treat us little people like they’re treating Tommy and his ma and little sister. You know, I’m getting angry about this—there’s a bit of a surprise, ain’t it? And all at once I know what we has to do.

			


			Clara

			


			I went to one of the other studios. I’d met one or two of their producers and they’d already tried to get me to come over to them. I didn’t have any trouble. They had no reason to listen to threats from the place I’d left. I started work on a new picture almost at once. And I worried about Billy. I heard nothing from him or about him during that time, and I thought that must be a good thing. But it’s the worst when you don’t know, because you start imagining all kinds of horrors.

			And then, of course, it all happened at once.

			


			Billy

			


			It’s the landlord what done for Tommy and Jessie’s pa and chucked ’em out on the street, so it’s the landlord we’re goin’ for. We done it before and we’re gonna do it again. Even better this time. So very soon I gets my folks together in our favourite crumbly building and tells ’em what we’re gonna do.

			I’m surprised that they ain’t as happy about it as I thought.

			“I dunno, Billy,” says little Walt. “You’re talking serious stuff here.”

			“Yeah. We doesn’t want to end up in jail,” says Bobbie.

			“Or dead,” little Jessie pipes up.

			“They’re gonna know who done it, ain’t they?” and that’s Tommy.

			“Well, I got to say I’m disappointed,” I says. “I’m real disappointed. I thought we was all in this together, and we was here to help each other. All for one, like the old school song.” I stands up and starts walking out, and I’m still shaking my head in sadness and sorrow.

			“Well…what you got in mind, Billy?” 

			I dunno who it is ’cos they’re behind me, but it makes me smile.

			“We’ll be safe,” I says. “They’ll never know who done it, trust me.”

			I can tell they still ain’t sure, but they don’t want anything to happen without them. So I sits down again and tells them what I’m thinking.

			


			Clara

			


			Why did you do it, Billy? You knew what would happen.

			


			Billy

			


			’Course, after the last time, when it turned out he weren’t a shark but a minnow, the little rent collector always has a big scary bunny with a stick to protect him from evil robbers, so we got two people to deal with, and it ain’t going to be as easy as sending old Noah along to breathe all over them.

			So here’s another sunny morning in southern California. It’s rent day, and sure enough, along the road comes Mr. Rent Collector with his protection hopping along behind him. There’s six of us in the end; the rest are being sensible or they’re locked up from the time they got caught. We all got the same caps and sweaters, and we all got kerchiefs round our faces so Mr. Rent and his bunny won’t recognise us. But they ain’t gonna see us, ’cos we thought about that. We’re waiting now. We’re inside the doorway of the darkest, crumbliest of all the tenements he comes to. Three on each side—three for each of them. Little smudges of shadow in the gloomy doorway. Our little hearts is pounding away with nerves—I tell you, it’s worse than going on the stage. Breathe slow and deep—and breathe quiet. And don’t forget what you got to do. I keep looking around the others, again and again, so’s they don’t give up or faint on me. Their little eyes ain’t half bright and shiny, but they’re a steadfast bunch, ain’t they just?

			There’s a stepping on the road outside, and we’re twitching like pigeons. The door opens and the sunlight hits us blind, but we don’t care. We know what to do. Quick as you please, sacks up and over their heads; down around the waist. Rope tight. Take the bag. Oh no! He’s chained it to his wrist. Some people don’t trust nobody. Keys. Keys. Keys. No need. Tommy pulls so hard the handle comes away and we got it. Run, run. They’re yelling inside their sacks and trying to get to their feet. Won’t be long before they’re free. We’re gone. It’s okay. We’re gone. We’re away.

			We think we’re real clever. They got no idea who it was robbed them. Well, maybe they got an idea, but they can’t really know. But what we didn’t think about: might be other people saw six kids running through the alleys that morning.

			


			Clara

			


			They came and told me. I wanted to run straight there. They told me no, there was no point. It was too late. It was all over. There was nothing I could do. Still, they had to hold me back. Actually hold me back.

			


			Billy

			


			We got it all planned. So we split up and all run different ways to our hideout. And now we’re all safe here.

			“You take a look upstairs, Tommy, and Bobbie watch out the front…” 

			Quickly, we’re all over the building, so we’re sure there’s nobody else here.

			“What we gonna do with the money?” says Randy.

			“Back of the cellar now. Sunday we’ll fetch it and dole it out to the needy, right?”

			We’re still keeping quiet, but we’re all nodding and doing silent cheers. We done it.

			“Okay. We gotta go now. All separate. I’ll stash the bag,” I says.

			In a second they’re all gone except Tommy and Jessie. They watch up top while I goes down in the cellar and slips the bag into my little hiding place under a load of sacks and old rubble. You’ll never find it if you don’t know. Back in the doorway I says goodbye to them and watches them cross the yard to the street. I just need a little rest, then I’ll be gone too. I done my bit now. Up to them to look after themselves from now on. I’m moving on. No more thieving. 

			I’ll be gone in a few minutes. A moment or two to catch my breath; then I can start the rest of my life. I close the old eyes for a few seconds and think of travelling the railroad and sitting by the peaceful ocean. New friends, and a new life. I’m Billy Bean. I can be whatever I want. Makes me feel all warm inside. 

			There’s a really loud squeal, like some kind of animal. It’s Jessie. She’s running back across the yard and yelling something.

			“Tommy. They got Tommy. They got guns.”

			She pushes me inside the building before I rightly know what’s happening. She slams the door and pushes the bolt across. I didn’t even know the bolt was there. We run up the stairs and sneak over to a window to take a look.

			There’s men with rifles coming into the yard. They don’t look like they’re out for a family picnic.

			“Billy!” one of them shouts. “Billy Bean! Come on out now, Billy. You ain’t getting away. We got you surrounded here.”

			But it ain’t that simple. What you didn’t see in the dark where I hid the bag, was there was something else in the little hidey-hole. So I runs nimble as a rat back down in the cellar and brings it upstairs. I never thought I’d ever be using it, but now I got a gun too. I kept it from those movie days—but it’s a real gun. We wasn’t acting with toys. And I got some bullets too. I dunno why. I picked ’em up. It’s one of them things you do, ain’t it?

			“Billy! Come on out now, Billy. Ain’t nothing gonna happen to you.”

			Well, you know that’s a lie, don’t you? All of a sudden it’s all different. We had larks, though, didn’t we?

			I let loose a shot from my pistol through the window. There’s a couple of seconds when nothing happens, like they’re working out what to do. Then bang bang. Sounds like a hundred rifles, and bullets flying round the room, and the windows broken, and the walls even more full of holes than they was already.

			I don’t think I’ll be walking out of here. I shouts out, “The little girl’s here. You gonna let her come out?”

			They thinks another little while—they ain’t all that speedy with it. 

			“Yeah. Okay. Send her out. No tricks, mind.”

			No, I ain’t gonna do no tricks with Jessie. She’s only ten, and she’s wrapping her arms round my neck like she ain’t never gonna let go.

			“You gotta go, Jessie,” I says. “You gotta go.”

			“I want you to come too.”

			I think, so do I, but it ain’t gonna happen, I know that.

			“I’ll be okay,” I say, holding her tight for a while. “I’ll come down later, okay?”

			She nods, and I ruffle her hair. I give her a little shove towards the stairs.

			“She’s coming out. She’s all alone,” I shout out the window.

			“Hey, Jessie.”

			She’s just in the doorway. Her big bright eyes shining at me.

			“All those songs we sang. Remember them, Jessie?”

			She nods a bit.

			“Well, Jessie, will you find Clara for me—you know, Clara in the movies?”

			She nods.

			“And get her to tell one for me, will you, Jessie?”

			She smiles a shaky sort of smile.

			“Get her to sing the ballad of Billy Bean, Jessie?”

			She’s nodding again. I wave to her, and she waves a little wave back. I don’t see her again.

			Now. I got a plan. I bet you thought I hadn’t. I always got a plan.

			


			Clara

			


			They say the famous gunfight at the OK Corral lasted only a minute and a half. They say this one didn’t take much longer. But it’s funny. Nobody quite knows what really happened. Jessie had her hands over her eyes—even years later, when she was grown up, all she could remember was gunfire and big boots and the sound of her own screaming.

			They say they never found a body. Billy Bean just disappeared. One of the men who was there even told me they never found him. There was blood. But no Billy. 

			Some people say that Billy didn’t die there, but got away and went travelling, and that one day he’ll return—one day, when things are at their darkest, Billy Bean will come back and everything will be right again.

			I really would like it to be true. Sometimes over the years I’ve thought of Billy wheeling free around the great spaces of America. I think of him smoking his pipe in the sunset, drinking his beer. Funny, I always think of him in the countryside or by the ocean. The city went through him like the words in a stick of rock, but I know the only way he could find peace was to get away from the streets and the alleys and the noise. 

			And—talking to you now—it’s funny, when I think of him he’s always fifteen years old, or maybe a bit older. I look up, and I can almost believe that he’ll walk through that door, just as the stories say he will. But it’s always that young Billy Bean that’s walking in. Of course, he’d be old, just as I am now, bent and wrinkled. But I look up and I expect to see that irrepressible young face wearing that cheeky grin. My friend.

			Well, now you’ve heard it. That’s all. That’s the Ballad of Billy Bean.

			


		

	
		
			HISTORICAL NOTE

			Fred Karno was one of the most successful music hall producers in England, and his companies toured not only all over Britain, but the USA and Canada too. Charlie Chaplin was brought into the company by his brother, Syd, and did so well that he was spotted and lured away by the Keystone film company in 1913, right in the middle of an American tour. He wasn’t the only one. For instance, Stan Laurel, of Laurel and Hardy, was also originally in Fred Karno’s company.

			Billy Bean is an invention, but he could well have been one of the replacements sent to fill the gaps in Karno’s troupe left by the movie companies. And, even back in those early days, the movie companies were not kind to people they didn’t like.
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