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 January 1965















THE MAN IN THE MOON stood at a busy crossroads about six miles from the city centre. Fast-moving traffic roared and rattled past its windows, which were decorated with posters proclaiming ‘Top Line Variety’ and ‘Star Names Every Night’.




I entered the building, made myself known to the barmaid and was directed to a small room behind the empty bandstand.




Here, a grey-haired man was attending to his make-up in front of a mirror.




‘Are you the comedian?’ he asked as he zipped himself into a purple suit.




I had obtained the work on the telephone. Within minutes of arriving in the city, I had dialled the number of a theatrical agent whose name was listed on the back page of The Stage. A man with a timid, girlish voice asked, ‘Have you got an act?’ ‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘Hold on a moment,’ he said softly. Then after a few seconds’ whispering, he had offered me a week’s work at The Man In The Moon.




‘You don’t look like a comedian,’ said the man in the purple suit but he was suddenly distracted by the sound of female laughter. ‘Our guest star has arrived,’ he said proudly.




A buxom blonde soon sailed into the room wearing a pink and white gown and was followed by a dapper young man carrying a sequin-covered jacket on a dry-cleaner’s hanger. As I took off my camel-hair coat, I realized I was the only person present with no special costume and no make-up to put on.




‘Now, children,’ began the man in the purple suit. ‘Nine o’clock start, all right?’




Then he turned to me and, eyeing my white face and pin-striped suit, said, ‘You all right, William?’




In answer to the questions that followed, I admitted that this was my first appearance in the north of England but let it be known that I had made quite a number of appearances in the south.




‘Which rooms have you worked down there, William?’ asked the dapper young man.




Soon there were sounds of the saloon bar filling up and flashing coloured lights round the bandstand cast lively reflections backstage. Then the music began, muffled notes and chord changes before the cabaret.




‘Okay, let’s get in there,’ said the buxom blonde.




The show began with our guest star singing ‘You’re My World’ and other new songs in a loud confident voice. The man in the purple suit shouted against the applause that The Lovely Miss Gay Gordon would be back on stage later.




He then announced my act.




I stepped up on to the bandstand and began to relate the material which I had hurriedly assembled after being given the booking .




‘I’ve just come from London by air. It’s the only way to fly.’




This first joke got a few titters from the sixty or so people present.




‘I slept like a log last night. I woke up in the fireplace,’ I continued cautiously. Within half a minute, I had lost the audience’s attention. I never regained it. In the corner, someone began playing a fruit machine, while closer to the stage, someone else began telling their own jokes to a friend. At the end of my four minutes, the man in the purple suit jumped to the microphone and ordered, ‘A round of applause for William!’ I shouted, ‘Goodnight, everybody,’ blew a kiss at the audience and skipped off the stage to join Miss Gay Gordon and the others at a table marked ‘Artistes Only’.




‘Great voice,’ I told the guest star.




‘I pride myself on it,’ she replied.




She then complimented me on my act and began to quiz me about my background. ‘Come to see how the other half lives?’ she asked darkly.




That night thick smog enveloped the centre of the city and I had difficulty finding the hotel where I was staying. It was to be my last night there anyway. The following morning, I moved to a bed-and-breakfast place in the suburbs. In the evening, I returned to The Man In The Moon and forgot my words.




The next day, a letter from the agent was waiting for me at the pub.




‘I am sorry to say that The Man In The Moon are not pleased with your work and have asked me to replace you for the rest of the week. Will you kindly then finish there tonight Wednesday.’
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VIEWED FROM A DISTANCE, the cinema seemed to dominate one side of the Lambeth Road. Posters advertising The League of Gentlemen, starring Jack Hawkins, adorned its foyer, which was approached by a peculiar outside staircase and a gallery.




On this gallery, as I made my way towards the building for the first time, a white egg was moving.




I climbed the staircase and found that this pale oval object was the head of a fat old man in red and gold uniform. I was beginning to speak to him when a smaller figure in blue evening dress shot out of a side office.




I recognized this man from a framed photograph on the staircase. ‘Your host is Mr Horace Hill’ read the caption under a black and white photograph of a worried-looking man with crinkly hair.




In real life, Mr Hill was as rugged and wrinkled as an uprooted tree but he wore a woman’s ring on one finger.




‘Have you been in cinemas before?’ he asked nervously.




Then he said, ‘Once you get used to the hours, it’s all right.’




The red-uniformed commissionaire, whose name was Arthur, began rattling utensils in the passage and presently showed his large pale face in the office.




‘D’ you take sugar in tea, William?’




Then Mr Hill asked, ‘What time will you have your lunch, William?’




I had been recruited as assistant manager but soon found that Mr Hill was too cautious to delegate work to me. Left to my own devices, I wandered into the small auditorium and watched a newsreel about the Queen’s visit to a football match, then a trailer featuring Alfred Hitchcock.




‘I welcome you all here and feel sure we shall see some fine football,’ said the Queen.




‘How do you do?’ said Alfred Hitchcock. ‘I would like to tell you about my latest motion picture Marnie.’




Other staff at the cinema consisted of two projectionists, who worked up in the roof, a tough little lady in the kiosk downstairs, who sold sweets and cigarettes as well as tickets, and four part-time usherettes. Mavis Pinter, Ethel Pretty, Myrtle Eastern and Brenda Bacon were their names. The two on duty often chatted in the foyer.




‘I’m just fed up with this afternoon.’




‘It’s warm in here. It’s terribly cold outside. I said to Myrtle I wish I’d put a cardigan on.’




‘You know who I saw today. Your ex-boyfriend. I’m joking now. You know, the chatterbox.’




Mavis was the longest reigning of the usherettes. Her grey hair was swept up into a coif at the front and tied in a neat black sack at the back. Her companion was a more homely figure: a pink cardigan with large brass buttons protruded from under her uniform.




Arthur knew the schedule.




‘Must be getting near sales time, Brenda.’




Brenda later emerged through the heavy red curtains and said, ‘Sold five tubs.’




I soon returned to the auditorium and found Jack Hawkins addressing his gang of thieves on the night before the robbery.




‘So relax, get a good night’s sleep and good luck.’




I took a seat in the back row and remained undisturbed for forty minutes.




‘Give them their money’s worth at the trial,’ said the gang leader’s friend at the end of the film. ‘Then flog your memoirs to the Sunday papers. There’s always an angle.’




Then the Queen was back, followed by Alfred Hitchcock.




‘Marnie is not Psycho. Nor do we have hundreds of birds flapping about pecking people willy-nilly.’




My first day at the cinema ended shortly before midnight, watching Mr Hill count the takings. He flicked through the notes with a sinister smile and then pushed them into a round leather bag.




‘After we’ve cashed up, you can get away if you like.’




He then walked me down the street to place the bag in the night safe of a local bank.




As we trotted along together, I tried to ask Mr Hill about the usherettes.




‘Myrtle’s a good sort, isn’t she?’




Mr Hill made no reply so I rephrased the question. ‘Myrtle works hard, doesn’t she?’




‘She works hard, yes,’ said Mr Hill after another pause but his mind remained focused on more fundamental matters. If ever there was any money missing at the end of the day, he explained, he would make it up with his own cash. ‘It’s costing me a fortune,’ he said.




Mr Hill faced a further burden the following morning, when the chief projectionist’s wife telephoned to say that her husband had been taken to hospital during the night. For a few hours, Mr Hill was obliged to operate the ‘Projectormatic’ himself.




While he was occupied in this way, I examined the office carefully.




A number of memos from Head Office were pinned on a notice-board. One was headed, ‘Procedure to be followed in the event of the death of a patron’.




There was also a large calendar with various jottings on it. Against one week in August was written, ‘Mrs Pretty. Holiday in the sun’, to which someone had pencilled a question mark.




Under Mr Hill’s desk was a lost property box, containing a Bible in a zip-up case, gloves and purses galore, a boy’s cap bearing the label of a school outfitters and a roll of green crêpe paper.




On the top of the desk was a letter from a patron, beginning with the words, ‘Why, oh, why, must we have these terrible cartoon films? They are an insult to the intelligence of an adult audience.’




There was also a large pad covered in desperate, urgent-looking doodles.




In the afternoon the assistant projectionist arrived – he wore a prickly red tweed jacket – and Mr Hill was able to leave for a late lunch break.




He returned in an animated state.




‘George has just arrived. It’s about his time.’




Mr Hill took a bemused interest in a character by this name, who seemed to inhabit the area and often stood outside the cinema shouting abuse.




‘Did you see him? He stood here and then there. Come and stand here and you’ll hear him in a moment.’




I soon saw a big man like a boxer dog being moved along by two policemen.




‘George used to work in the cinema,’ Mr Hill explained. ‘He sued the manager for assault.’




I nipped back into the auditorium and watched the closing sequence of The League of Gentlemen.




‘Give them their money’s worth at the trial,’ I heard for the third or fourth time. ‘Then flog your memoirs to the Sunday papers. There’s always an angle.’




Outside in the foyer, Mr Hill went on talking about George.




‘At Christmas time, he has a truck loaded with toys and books, cheap little books . . . Oh yes, they all go, and sometimes he sells bottles of spirits, whisky and gin, on the cheap . . . No, I’ve never bought any but you get them quite cheap though, about four shillings cheaper.’




He then retreated to his office and made a long and mysterious call to the manager of another cinema in the same chain. ‘Well, that’s it,’ he said. ‘The company’ll soon whip the money off me if I’m short. It’s a bit risky, isn’t it? If you get any more you have to have them kicking around the office floor and that’s where the trouble starts.’




While talking, Mr Hill had drawn a picture on his pad of a hydrogen bomb exploding.




During Mr Hill’s days off, a relief manager, Mr Diamond, moved in. Taller and sleeker than Mr Hill, he tackled the job in a more aggressive and exuberant manner.




‘I’m giving an interval of five minutes at six-thirty,’ he announced. Then, on discovering some discrepancy in the stock sheets, ‘Oh, dearie me, such is life,’ and, after further reflection, ‘Cockneys are fiddlers.’




Later in the day, he said, ‘You must be bored,’ and then added, ‘I sometimes wonder if there is such a thing as an interesting job.’




A kind-hearted man, he was soon wrapping up two copies of Cine Weekly to send to the sick projectionist – slipping in two pound notes and remarking as he did so, ‘There’s no money in hospital.’




The next day, two figures from Head Office called on a regular inspection tour.




‘We had the usual chitchat,’ Mr Diamond said afterwards. Then he confided, ‘They rush their managers and assistant managers around like cattle. They may well decide they don’t want us two.’




The following morning, he confessed, ‘This is the queerest damn set-up I’ve ever run into.’




‘Did you have a nice two days?’ I asked Mr Hill on his return.




‘Yes, quite nice, thank you. Quite nice indeed.’




Mr Hill did not talk about his time off any further. He appeared neither to enjoy his work nor his leisure. His only indulgences were his long lunch hours, which he used to get right out of the area.




‘The trip over to Leicester Square makes a bit of an outing. It’s a long day. I was on the train at eight-twenty this morning. Sunbury.’




He often told me what he had for lunch.




‘I had steak pudding,’ he might say. ‘Once you got through the suet ’twasn’t bad.’




One afternoon I found Mr Hill dabbing at his blue dinner suit with a sponge. ‘It’s all right, thanks,’ he said. ‘Just a few grease spots. I had fried chicken for lunch and splashed myself a bit.’




Then he told me excitedly that his friend George had been arrested for begging and sentenced to a month’s imprisonment.




That afternoon, the audience was unsettled. Children chattered their way through an Abbott and Costello movie – and I heard a patron snapping open and shut a suitcase. There was a rustling of crisp packets and a gurgle of pop bottles being sucked empty of their last drops.




I emerged to hear one of the usherettes protesting, ‘I’m not coming in – I’m not taking it any more. You’re not ’appy with people like that.’




I found Arthur resting halfway down the stairs. Then he moved and stood out on the pavement, a solid but solitary figure. He explained, ‘I shall be at it tonight. Half-past eight to half-past nine. Changing publicity.’




Later that day, posters advertising The League of Gentlemen were replaced by ones advertising Alfred Hitchcock’s Marnie.




I had been at the cinema for at least two weeks before I climbed the narrow staircase to the projection room. Here I found metal drums labelled ‘Inflammable Film. Worthless If Damaged’ and the junior projectionist reading a showbiz magazine. He wore his usual tweed jacket. From inside the machinery came the cheery sound of a ‘Loony’ cartoon, then that of violent violins.




‘What’s that?’ I asked.




‘Start of the big feature,’ he replied.




Mr Hill began to entrust me with a few duties. I assisted with the stocktaking – ‘Tip the ice lollies out and count them. Tip them out and count them’ – and was occasionally required to seat the patrons. These came in dribs and drabs. A soldier carried two bars of Nestlé’s milk chocolate bought at the kiosk. A hairless youth asked me about the new Elvis Presley film. One patron’s breath smelt. Another called me ‘Sir’ .




I also had to direct people to the toilets. These were inconveniently placed on the ground floor.




‘They’ve used the back stairs before now,’ complained Mr Hill.




Among the stream of customers one day came one of the men from Head Office. Although it was hot – now the middle of the summer – he wore an overcoat and silk scarf. For a fraction of a second, he tried to balance his briefcase on the brass rail at the top of the staircase.




He wanted to know the whereabouts of Arthur, the commissionaire.




‘He’s gone on his break,’ said Mr Hill.




The man from Head Office said he was going on holiday himself soon.




‘Going anywhere nice?’ enquired Mr Hill.




After the man had left, Mr Hill asked me, ‘Do you still not want to be a manager?’ and then, more sharply, ‘Why, what’s wrong with it?’




‘Nothing at all,’ I replied.




‘Help me! Oh, God, somebody help me!’ the heroine of Alfred Hitchcock’s Marnie was screaming next time I entered the auditorium. I stayed till the end of the programme and the National Anthem, for which no one ever stood up. When the house lights went on I found the floor was covered with sweet wrappers, disused cartons and empty pop bottles – several large bags could be filled with this mess. One patron was still asleep and needed waking up. Another was wandering around the gallery outside.




‘Oh, look,’ I said. ‘Look, there’s an old man hanging about. Is all well?’




Mr Hill immediately left his desk and said to the intruder, ‘Can I help you? This is the way out. You went the wrong way.’




‘He’s been coming here for years,’ he said later and I would not let the subject alone.




‘Do you know his name?’ I asked.




‘No, not a clue,’ said Mr Hill as he began to cash up.




Mr Hill prepared for his days off carefully, leaving a note for Mr Diamond saying, ‘Please give these chocolates to Mrs Windmill morning cleaner. Will give you a ring. Horace.’ In the event, Mr Diamond was out when Mr Hill telephoned and the lady in the kiosk took the call. ‘I’ve just had Mr Hill on the line,’ she said proudly. ‘He said, “What sort of day have we had, Lucy?”’




A few days later, Mr Hill poured out his troubles. He had only come to London under pressure from his wife. Until four years ago he had been managing a cinema in a remote town in East Anglia but his wife was bored with provincial life. His main complaint about his current existence was the lack of social life.




‘Monday and Tuesday I have off but then all my friends are at work . . .’




He hankered for the time before he had entered cinema management when he and his wife had run a guest house in Frinton.




One afternoon when Mr Hill was downstairs managing the kiosk, I opened the drawer of his desk. Inside I found a paper bag containing two slices of ham and a small square lump of cheese. Beside it was a tiny tin of boned chicken. There was also an account book with entries for ‘rent’, ‘coal’ and ‘telephone’. Then I came upon a silver cigarette case inscribed ‘for H from J. July 5, 1945’.




Suddenly, a delivery man with a piece of paper in his hand swung his head through the doorway and said, ‘Are you going to sign this, chief, or the bloke downstairs?’




Then I wandered back into the cinema where the small afternoon audience was watching the heroine of Marnie being cross-examined by Mr Rutland, played by Sean Connery. ‘Did you have a tough childhood, Mrs Taylor?’ ‘Not particularly.’ ‘I think you did. I think you’ve had a hard tough climb . . .’




Arthur the commissionaire had also known happier times. He told me he had once owned five chip shops in Warrington. He still kept some of the frying equipment at home but his catering activities were now confined to brewing tea for the staff of the cinema.




His life was made more difficult by his bouts of drinking.




One day I heard Arthur and an usherette yelling at each other.




‘I’m going home,’ said the usherette.




‘Listen, Brenda, I said nothing,’ shouted Arthur.




In the end, it was Arthur who went home. When he failed to appear the following morning, Mr Hill said calmly, ‘He often does this. He’ll turn up again in four or five days’ time.’




This the old man did, carrying with him a certificate of unfitness to work signed by a doctor in Canonbury. One of his first duties was to change the publicity again. After a ten-day run, Marnie was being replaced by the Elvis Presley film, G.I. Blues.




The following day, Mr Hill’s wife – was she the ‘J’ of the cigarette case? – called at the cinema. It was hard to see this cosy woman as the architect of her husband’s troubles, but later Mr Hill told me, ‘We’ve been separated twice. Last week was only the second time we’ve been out this year. We’ve been married twenty-one years.’ And I gathered that he had come to London to try and save the relationship.




Meanwhile a certain tender rapport had blossomed between Mr Hill and the stately usherette named Mavis Pinter. One day she came into work with a package for him. It contained the top half of his blue dinner suit, which she had taken home to clean and darn.




Another afternoon, Mr Hill stopped chasing around with stock sheets and sat down at his desk to write a letter.




‘Dear Mavis,’ he began.




Mr Hill’s next two days off coincided with the final of the World Cup. Mr Diamond listened to this excitedly on his transistor radio.




‘By golly, they’ve equalized! It’s going to be some game!’




When it was over, he braced himself to enter the cinema and announce the result to the audience.




‘Okay, let’s get in there,’ he said.




Later we sat chatting in the office.




‘What are you doing in this business? With your brains?’ he asked suddenly.




I then spoke briefly about my life since leaving school.




‘I don’t believe it,’ he said.




I did not get on very well with the lady in the kiosk. One morning, I offended her by saying ‘What?’ and she snarled back, ‘I don’t know what you’ve been taught but I’ve been taught “Pardon?” or “I beg your pardon?”’




Back in the cinema, the more friendly Myrtle Eastern asked me if I could get something down from an upper shelf – she needed a new light bulb for her tray. ‘Oh, what it is to be tall,’ she said. Then she asked if she could go for her lunch.




‘Where do you go?’ I asked. ‘Down to the pub?’




‘Oh no, I just go up to the staff room and have my sandwiches,’ she replied.




I pushed through the red curtains and was watching Elvis Presley warbling ‘Don’t You Know I Love you’, when suddenly the film broke down. Sounds of frantic rattling and banging came from the projection room.




Later that afternoon, Mr Hill interviewed a new part-time usherette, offered her a job and then invited her to ‘stay and watch the film’.




On her first day’s work this lady never returned from her tea break.




In the evening, Mr Hill rang her home.




‘Oh, I see. Mmmm. Mmmm. No. Well, will you ask her to return the overall? Is she coming back at all? Anyhow, will you ask her to return the overall anyway?’




Mr Hill’s life was becoming dreary again when suddenly he entered the office and told me excitedly that George had been seen outside.




‘I thought he was in prison,’ I said.




‘He’s been let out early. The police didn’t expect him until next week.’




‘Have you seen him?’




‘No, I haven’t seen him. He’s been around though.’




‘How do you know?’




‘The lady in the sweet kiosk told me.’




I saw George a few minutes later. He looked brutal and thwarted, with white froth on his lips. He was standing beside a trolley on which there was a great deal of muddle, including a woman’s handbag, bottles of beer and other goods. Then he began to drag his vehicle forward waving people aside with a gloved hand.




‘Where does he get the money from in the first place?’ I asked Mr Hill.




‘He works for it. A copper said he was out there last night serving coffee.’




‘What, just after being released?’




‘Yeah,’ giggled Mr Hill and then after further reflection, ‘No, I wouldn’t mind hot soup in the winter. That’s a good gag. Get George with a big ladle.’




I tried to steer the conversation on to other London characters, past and present, famous and infamous.




‘Have you ever heard of John Reginald Halliday Christie?’ I asked.




‘You what?’ replied Mr Hill.




I had been working at the cinema for about four weeks when these routines were disrupted by the arrival of a lady to check the accounts. She was a big woman in a serious black suit and had completely taken over the office. When I entered the room, she said to Mr Hill, ‘Who is he?’ and when the telephone rang she grabbed it and said, ‘Hello – yes?’ in an impatient, super-efficient manner.




She also used the telephone to ring Head Office.




‘They had their kiosk open well before ten,’ she reported.




When I returned from lunch the woman was still there and seemed to take a certain interest when Mr Hill started addressing me rather formally.




‘I’ve just had Head Office on the line,’ he said. ‘They’ve decided they don’t want your services any longer.’




It took a moment for this news to sink in. Then I asked, ‘Do you want me to stay till the end of the day?’




‘No, you needn’t.’




I did not care to say goodbye to Mr Hill in front of this unfriendly woman but feeling that I ought to say something, muttered that I would call in and see him again some time.




At this, the lady swung alarmingly into action.




‘Why should you want to do that?’ she screamed. ‘You can come here as a patron, yes, of course, but once you’ve left the company, you’ve left the company. You can’t come here poking your nose into people’s personal affairs.’




‘I’m sorry, William,’ said Mr Hill, more miserable-looking than ever.




A few minutes later, I was walking down the street with a light step. Near the entrance to the Underground a big poster proclaimed ‘Visit Paignton Zoo. Sun, Sands and Scenery. Glorious South Devon.’




I decided to run for a bus, suddenly changed direction and did the splits.
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AT FIRST GLANCE, there was nothing unusual about the café. Its tacked and padded benches could be found anywhere. Then you noticed the posters of famous film stars and the fact that some of the customers were wearing make-up.




‘They think I’m God,’ said Fred.




Fred was a comedian, a popular figure on the northern club circuit, and the café was one of his haunts when he came to London in search of more sophisticated work. Fred’s failure to break through into television was a source of endless annoyance to him. He blamed this on the conservatism of the ‘showbiz moguls’ and ‘the phoney London In Crowd’ – yet it impelled him to make regular excursions to the capital. During these visits, Fred and his wife Melody rented a one-room flat in Putney and made frustrating visits to the West End.




‘It’s just so unbelievable,’ said Melody, herself a part-time professional singer. ‘Fred always does a bomb.’




After visiting theatrical agents and playing tape recordings of his act, Fred returned to the scenes of his past. Everyone at the café was delighted when he arrived. There were gasps, then laughter, as he mocked and reproved the regular customers.




‘Lovely patter, Fred,’ said a man named Norman, who had once worked as a female impersonator.




‘And that flan you pinched off the counter,’ shouted Fred as a trainee ballet dancer was settling his bill.




‘Smile at them and they smile back,’ Fred said after we’d left. ‘They can’t afford to offend you.’




Fred had often mentioned his colleague Danny and seemed keen to introduce him to me.




‘Danny’s had experience,’ he explained. ‘He’s been all over the world. You’ve got to have suffered to be a comedian.’




‘How’s Danny?’ he asked the next time we visited the café.




‘He appeared for a moment yesterday. Otherwise I haven’t seen him for weeks,’ said the man perched behind the counter.




‘Has Danny been in?’ Fred asked a few hours later.




‘No, I haven’t seen the old bag.’ The café’s owner quickly sprang up, grabbed at a loaf of bread and the ingredients for a salad and began slicing and chopping them with a big knife.




I eventually met Danny Button. He was not an old bag but a small spruce man, a miniature version of Bob Hope. He sailed into the café one afternoon, kissed the waiter and greeted Fred enthusiastically.




Danny was wearing a black mackintosh on top of a white shirt and dark trousers – no jacket.




He sat down beside us. The proprietor shot up and said, ‘Gentlemen?’ and took our orders.




At first, Danny’s hands fiddled while he was speaking but soon he was whispering jokes to Fred and stamping his foot on the floor.




‘Isn’t it a beautiful, classic line?’ he suddenly yelled. ‘It sums up the whole of life! All human life is in that line!’




Fred and Danny had met years ago – Fred had spoken with curious sentiment of the time he and Danny shared a flat in London. ‘We worked as waiters. We stole food and money. We loafed around – stealing raw sausages and fruit from carts.’




Fred had somehow survived and emerged as a professional entertainer and family man. Danny still lived alone and entirely off his wits.




‘Danny is a big baby,’ confided the café’s proprietor.




The café’s proprietor was perhaps thirty when I first met him. A stage-struck but capable young man – his name was Dusty – he wore a pencil behind his ear and held vigorous opinions about current West End shows which he delivered at full pitch all day long.




‘It’s off next week, darling,’ he said of a new production. ‘Crummy! They were going to take it off last week. The cast are not sorry. They want to get out of it. It’s the biggest load of crap that’s ever been conceived.’




When Dusty was not talking about matinées, concert parties, standing ovations or auditions, he was selling his salads, the ingredients for which lay in metal dishes on the counter.




‘What salad would you like?’ he asked his customers. ‘Chicken? Ham? Prawns? Egg mayonnaise? Cream cheese?’




Enquiries about these ingredients were met with, ‘It’s delicious, I can tell you no more,’ and often there were other dishes to recommend.




‘I’ve got a very nice soup on, and a nice light hotpot with vegetables,’ he said one evening and then, ‘You haven’t eaten, William, what can I get you?’




Soon he was holding the bread again and slicing it enthusiastically while talking about the food in other establishments. ‘Terrible muck Lyons serve. They’re only common peasants. What do you expect?’




‘Good business, Dusty?’ asked a white-haired man with protruding front teeth.




‘Fair. Fair. Hasn’t been bad at all.’




Hotpot was then served, the man rubbing his hands together rapidly before beginning to eat, and Dusty turned his attention to the old-fashioned gramophone behind the counter.




Then, against the background of Al Jolson singing, ‘How I love you, how I love you,’ he began to hold forth about his clientele.
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