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PROLOGUE
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A Star is Born

Frankie Woods arrived in Ireland on vacation from LA in the hot summer of 1972.

Or to put it another way, Franklin Woudowski, having jumped bail after being caught with a glove compartment full of amphetamines, escaped to Ireland from Pittsburgh in the damp summer of 1972.

Frankie was just an ordinary American tourist. He did Cork, Galway and Dublin on the Monday and the Tuesday, leaving him Wednesday to squeeze in Belfast and the rest of the north, preferably before lunch.

Or to put it another way, Franklin bounced cheques in three cities south of the border and was bouncing his way around the north when the car he’d hired with his dodgy American Express card gave up the ghost just outside a picturesque little village on the shores of Belfast Lough.

Lacking the resources – for the moment – to get the vehicle fixed, Franklin lifted his army surplus bag and started walking. He wasn’t army, but he was surplus.

He still had a little loose change left, and as it was close to lunch time, and he didn’t believe anything was ever achieved on an empty stomach, except starvation, Franklin sauntered along the village’s main street looking for a restaurant. All he could find was a pub serving the kind of wimpy curled-up sandwiches the Irish seemed to have patented, but it was slightly better than nothing. He stood at the bar, chomping, crumbing. ‘Say, whaddya call this place anyhow?’ he asked the barman.

‘Pub.’

Franklin nodded. The elevator clearly didn’t go all the way to the top. ‘I mean, this village.’

‘Holywood.’

‘Hollywood? Like in the movies?’

‘No, Holywood, as in the dump with nothing to do and nothing to see.’ He pointed to a carved wooden sign hanging over the bar. It said, ‘Holywood Fine Ales’ in olde worlde writing. ‘There’s an “L” of a difference,’ the barman said.

Franklin laughed. He liked that. An l of a difference.

The barman’s eyes remained fixed on the sign. ‘I made it. I made it because I was bored. Bored, bored, bored. I was bored making it, and I was bored when I was finished. And I still am.’

Franklin wasn’t really listening. Hollywood. Holywood. Not quite the real thing, but close enough. Funny. Quaint.

Was it a sign? Was it fate? In the years to come, Franklin decided it probably was. Certainly when you put it together with what happened next.

Normally, normally, he would have made his way to the city, any city, and set about finding a job. You see, he wasn’t a bad man. He was caught with a few soft drugs, he was young, he wasn’t doing any harm. And the dishonesty, the bounced cheques? It was just surviving. Given the chance to go straight, he’d take it. Maybe not straight; slightly curved might have been closer to the mark, but essentially he was a good guy.

But this time, he stayed in the pub. He enjoyed a few pints of Guinness, looking out over Belfast Lough. Then as darkness fell, and still with little notion as to where he was going to sleep or how he was going to pay for it, he found himself watching a small black and white television playing in the corner. The pub had been mostly empty during the day, but with the evening it started to fill up. He was soon chatting away with . . . well, everyone. He was like that. A talker, a charmer, an American in a country that still had fond memories of GIs during the war and for whom John Wayne was the greatest actor in the history of the stage (the stage-coach, more like! That got a big laugh.) Soon they were buying him drinks. Wouldn’t let him reach into his own empty pocket.

There was a local programme playing on the television. Tea Time with Tommy. A half-assed attempt at a variety show. ‘Man – that really sucks,’ Franklin roared. ‘How do you watch this crap?’ But he said it in such a way that they all laughed and agreed.

All except one guy, a thin, balding man in glasses who hugged his Guinness a little closer and said, ‘I think a lot of hard work probably goes into it. I’m sure.’

‘Sure, it does!’ Franklin boomed. ‘But if you don’t get the basics right, then all that hard work might as well be pissin’ in the wind.’

‘Well, I’m sure they . . .’

Franklin counted off on his fingers. ‘They got no script, they got no star, they got no charisma. Without charisma, you got shit. Sorry, brave effort, but you got shit.’

‘You sound like you know something about TV.’

‘Well, y’know.’

‘Do you work in TV back there?’

Franklin shrugged. ‘Well, y’know. I dabble. You wouldn’t have heard . . .’

‘No, really, I’m interested. I know a little myself.’

‘You ever hear of Milton Berle?’

‘The comedian? Of course I have. You work with him?’

‘Well, kind of, he does some stuff for us.’

‘Us?’

Franklin shrugged. ‘Yeah. You probably wouldn’t have heard of . . . you heard of NBC?’

‘You work for NBC? For Milton Berle?’

Franklin took another sip of his drink. ‘Well, I suppose to be perfectly honest, he works for me. I produce Milt’s show. It’s good fun. I used to do Bob Hope’s, but, well, that got boring.’

He could bullshit all night. What did they know? What harm could it do? He had actually worked in television. Six months for an NBC affiliate in Pittsburgh, selling local advertising for the commercial breaks in shows like Milton Berle’s.

The guy with the glasses was staring at him intently. For the first time a little shiver of doubt ran through Franklin. What if the guy was a cop, what if those bounced cheques had caught up with him, what if the drugs charges had followed him to Ireland? He took another drink and concentrated on the TV.

‘Excuse me, sir?’

Franklin turned slowly. He nodded. The man extended his hand. ‘Michael Caldwell. I’m the managing director of Belfast Television. We . . . ahm . . . make that show. I don’t suppose there’s any possibility that we could hire you for a few weeks, just to advise us on our programming?’

‘Well, I . . .’

‘I realize it’s very forward of me, and I’m sure we’re very small fry compared with what you’re used to, but we’d be prepared to pay you . . . as you would say, top dollar for the benefit of your experience.’

Franklin Woudowski finished his pint, set it on the bar, glanced at the television, rubbed thoughtfully at his chin, then turned and extended his hand. ‘Frankie Woods would be delighted to help,’ he said, doing his best not to grin from ear to ear.

It was only for three weeks.

Five years later, Frankie Woods had an expansive house overlooking Holywood Golf Club and Belfast Lough. He was Director of Light Entertainment at Belfast Television. His girth was as ample as his bank account. Although they were indeed dark and deadly times for the population of that troubled province, the murder and the mayhem barely impinged on the televisual world of Frankie Woods. His role in life was to create a different, simpler, less painful existence, an alternative reality, a world in which trouble was a faulty autocue, a speechless child or a recalcitrant guest. His world was Tea Time with Tommy.

Despite all his best efforts, Frankie had never been able to get rid of the star of the show, the anchor that was weighing it down, Tommy Trainor.

Tommy was a throwback to the dance hall days. All singing, all dancing, all second-rate jokes. He was an institution, and should have been in one. He couldn’t open his mouth without a joke coming out. He couldn’t speak to anyone, even close friends, without dancing around them. He was pathologically unfunny, and yet, and yet, the show was a ratings triumph. In production meetings Frankie argued until he was blue in the face. Of course it was a ratings triumph, there were only the two BBC channels to compete against, and neither of them were likely to stoop to mere light entertainment at that time of night when the hard-working man was returning home wanting to catch up on the news of the day. It was a BBC rule that if there was death and despair in the air, it was also on the air. Tea Time with Tommy couldn’t lose because nobody wanted to be that depressed every night. They could recruit a puppet rat to present Tea Time with Tommy and it would still be a ratings triumph.

But the owners didn’t want to kill the goose that laid the golden eggs. So he was stuck with Tommy, all singing, all dancing, all . . . heart condition?

‘I’m very sorry to hear that, Tommy.’

‘Not as sorry as I am. I hardly had the heart to tell you. Boom boom.’

‘But how is it going to affect . . .’

‘Doctor wants me to cut down on my work.’

‘Well, that’s understandable.’

‘Instead of the usual hundred and fifty per cent, from now on, it’s strictly one hundred and forty-nine.’ Tommy cackled.

Tommy was a laugh a month. The only concession he granted to his failing health was a slight restructuring of the show. The Galloping Gourmet was all the rage across the water, and Frankie reckoned something similar might work on Tea Time with Tommy, maybe a ten-minute segment which would give Tommy a chance to rest up. Bring someone new and fresh in, a protégé Frankie could build up, groom for stardom.

Three weeks later young Harry McKee walked into the studios of Belfast Television expecting to change the world. He was a reporter for the Belfast Telegraph, but was known more for the mordantly witty television review column he wrote for it once a week. He hadn’t been afraid to stick the knife into Tea Time with Tommy, even in this very week when he knew he was coming to Belfast Television for a job interview.

He had balls. He had principles. He had no idea the job was on Tea Time with Tommy. They had kept it deliberately vague. It was ‘an exciting opportunity at the cutting edge of television’.

He sat in the production office, sixth guy they’d seen that morning. He flicked at a fine powder on his lapels. ‘Marshmallows,’ he said. ‘My wife’s an addict.’ He spoke eloquently, but Frankie wasn’t listening. He was sizing him up. Harry McKee was hardly what one would consider handsome, but he certainly wouldn’t frighten people away, and when he smiled there was a little twinkle in his eyes that was quite endearing. He was young yet, but there was already a certain roguishness about him. He was big, but not beefy. He would probably run to flab in his later years, but now the slight puppyishness was rather appealing. And his voice: it had the kind of soft campness Frankie had come to associate with middle-class Belfast men; it was definitely a voice he could work at, perhaps play up the fruitiness a little; ladies loved that. Frankie was marking all of the candidates out of ten. The best of the rest had barely scraped past three. And he was the one with the stutter. Frankie’s pen hovered over the little square box where he was to fill in the mark. What, seven? Frankie glanced up.

‘I believe that television can reach an audience that newspapers no longer do,’ Harry was saying, his voice rich with conviction, ‘that it really can make a difference to our divided society, that if people think about their culture, embrace the things we share rather than highlight what keeps us apart, then perhaps we can move to a higher plane. Wasn’t it Walt Whitman who said . . .’

‘Harry – can you cook?’

The fact was, he could hardly butter toast.

Frankie did the hard sell anyway, persuading him at least to do a screen test instead of dashing out of the building, which was his initial reaction. Frankie even persuaded the crew to give Harry an ill-deserved round of applause after his floundering performance. He’d done his best, but it hadn’t been good enough. Frankie didn’t even bother watching the tapes. He thanked Harry for coming in and let him go back to his newspaper.

Then a few days later one of his production assistants called him in and said she’d something to show him, and she played him Harry’s tape and, good God, but wasn’t he just magic on screen? Frankie had been there on the studio floor, shepherding Harry through the moves and had sensed none of it. He’d been clumsy and awkward and . . . but on tape, on screen, there was a kind of humorous fluency to it. With a little practice, why, they might actually have something after all. Frankie glowed. His initial instinct had been right. He picked up the phone and called Harry.

Harry said no.

‘Harry, c’mon. We love the tape. You’re a natural.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘Yes, you are. I’ve worked with some of the greats in my time and I’ve never seen anyone with as much raw . . .’

‘Cut the crap.’

Frankie hadn’t been spoken to like that in a while. He spluttered on his cigar. ‘Okay . . . okay, Harry, have it your way. I think you show promise. I think you could do great things on live television. But you’re right. Sure. Why rush it? All I’m talking about is a little cookery. There’s nothing to stop you continuing your career at the Telegraph. All I’m saying is give me a couple of hours, twice a week.’

‘I can’t cook.’

‘Doesn’t matter. You’ll learn.’

‘I’m a news reporter.’

‘And you always will be. Besides, there’s always openings here for television reporters. The important thing is to get your foot in the door. You know that.’

There was a hesitation at the end of the line. Got him. Frankie hadn’t spoken to the newsroom in years, but he knew fine well there would be no openings for Harry once his face became familiar as a television chef. They weren’t going to send someone who fried eggs on a variety show to cover a bombing or a murder.

Still, it was only a little white lie.

‘Harry, I know you’re only married a year. I know you’re expecting your first child.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I hear these things. I also know what they pay at the Telegraph. It’s a scandal. I don’t know, maybe you have other income, but I’d say an extra two hundred would come in handy.’

‘A week?’

‘Nice try. A month. For ten minutes on screen. We can put you into every house in the land. You said it yourself, Harry, newspapers don’t cut it any more. We’ll give you the opportunity, what you do with it after that, well, that’s up to you. Harry, I’ve been around, and I’ll tell you this, live television, it’s like flying an airplane, you start out small, you log as many hours as you can, then you move on to the bigger ones. Soon, pretty soon, you’re in the jet set. Do you hear what I’m saying?’

Hook, line and sinker.

Three weeks later, Harry made his debut. One week after that there was a sackful of mail saying how wonderful he was, and what a comic touch he had. They had no way of knowing that little of it was intentional. That the eggs being dropped weren’t in the script; that the pan fire wasn’t pre-planned. That Frankie and the station’s management were on the point of giving him the chop.

But popularity was popularity, and charisma was . . . charisma.

Sensing a shift in fortunes, Tommy Trainor went into overdrive. He huffed and he puffed and he squeezed more crap jokes into his already bulging script. He sweated and he worked and he mugged and on Harry’s fourth appearance he finally . . . well, this is what happened.

Tommy was struggling for laughs. In the preceding weeks he’d given everything, but this evening his performance had been plodding and lifeless. ‘Seriously now, I was looking at the wife the other day, and I thought to myself, why do women wear perfume and make-up. Then I remembered. Because they’re ugly and they smell.’ He looked up hopefully, but there was barely a titter. Frankie, up in the gallery, was determined to kick him into gear. That joke should have killed them. Tommy was falling back on one of his catchphrases in a desperate search for a laugh. ‘The Milky Bars are on me!’ he yelled and cackled, but even that old dependable fell flat.

As Tommy crossed the studio floor, Frankie breathed into his earpiece. ‘C’mon, Tommy, give it a bit of grrrrr.’

Tommy turned to camera. ‘And now for the man who’s getting more mail than me – grrrrr – Harry McKee!’

Frankie rolled his eyes. The audience applauded with sudden and surprising enthusiasm. Harry smiled nervously as Tommy and his sparkly jacket stood beside him at the counter and surveyed the range of simple ingredients laid out before them.

‘Well, Harry, my young friend, what’s on the menu to . . .’

And with that Tommy clasped his chest, let out a low groan, and collapsed face down into the coimtry vegetables.

Frankie’s mouth dropped open.

Camera One and Camera Two crisscrossed themselves in confusion.

The audience began to laugh.

‘Camera One – tight on Harry!’

Tommy rolled off the counter and crashed onto the floor.

Harry looked into Camera One and, without batting an eyelid, said: ‘Something with a little less cholesterol than last week.’

The audience roared with laughter.

Tommy was dragged off stage and they laughed even louder.

Harry McKee took over the rest of the show, and he wasn’t far off perfect.

Frankie, sitting up in the control-room gallery, barely registered that the man who had dominated his every waking moment since he’d joined Belfast Television had dropped dead on live television.

He was watching Harry reel off a stream of jokes.

He was listening to the audience in stitches.

When Frankie spoke, it was with awe in his voice.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘a star is born.’
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