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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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The sound of drumming reverberated around the house. Billy, in his room, was doing his best to keep the beat with Fatboy Slim, but his best wasn’t quite good enough. Ruth, getting into her suit down the hall in her room, smiled, then turned her own music up. She hummed along. A knot in her stomach, but she hummed along. Billy would have described it as classical shit, but it wasn’t really; it was an album of movie themes recorded by the London Symphony Orchestra. She suspected that they probably didn’t include it on their CV, but she loved it, nevertheless. Casablanca. Dr Zhivago. She walked to the en suite in slow motion to the accompaniment of Chariots of Fire.

When she was ready, she stopped at Billy’s bedroom and poked her head around the door. He stopped drumming immediately and smiled hopefully up at her.

‘Happy birthday, son,’ Ruth said. She closed the door after her and turned for the stairs.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ Billy called after her.

‘Later!’ she shouted back, already halfway down the stairs. Before she reached the bottom the drumming had started again.

She smelled the kitchen before she entered it. The Cholesterol Kid was hard at work. She paused just before the open doorway, took a deep breath, then walked in. Harry was just shovelling a fried egg out of the pan, leaving a trail of fat between it and the plate on the worktop counter. Ruth ignored him and went to the cupboard for a bowl. As she poured her Special K, Harry turned his eyes to the ceiling.

‘A musical talent is a great gift,’ he said, ‘and then there’s DRUMMING.’ A moment later the irrythmic pounding stopped. ‘As if by magic,’ Harry said, pleased with himself, though he’d really had nothing to do with it. Billy was late for school.

Ruth stood with her back against the counter, spooning the cereal carefully into her mouth. Didn’t want to spill a drop on her best suit. Harry poured the last of the milk into his tea, then raised the empty cardboard carton, aimed and fired it across the room towards the waste bin. It bounced off the rim and landed on the floor. Harry shrugged and dug into his breakfast.

Billy came along the hall and into the kitchen, struggling into his school blazer. Harry, his mouth stuffed with food, said, ‘You’ll go deaf.’

Billy looked about him for a moment, his brow furrowed. ‘What?’ he said.

He poured a bowl of Frosties for himself and headed into the lounge. A moment later Ruth joined him. They crunched happily together while a Scottish woman discussed lingerie on breakfast TV. When the commercial break came Ruth set down her empty bowl and said, ‘Billy – you know he’s going to ask for custody.’

Billy turned his lovely dark eyes on his mother and nodded gravely.

Then they both started giggling.

As if.

Five minutes later Ruth sat in the car in the driveway, waiting for Harry to come out. Theirs was a big house on the way in to Donaghadee, a prosperous seaside town twenty miles from Belfast. The house had once belonged to a millionaire carpet manufacturer and had had every conceivable mod con installed. There was a swimming pool out back. It was overlooked by a separate block of spacious changing cubicles. There was a jetty out front where he must have tied up his cruiser or his yacht. Both, probably, and those of the jet-setting guests attending his regular parties. She sighed. That had been in the fifties. It was all different now, of course. The jetty was rusted and fractured. The pool was dry and filled with rubbish. There were boxes and boxes of things they would never use stored in the changing rooms. The detritus of a marriage. She sighed again. Once he was gone she’d get to grips with it, really smarten the place up. She drummed her fingers on the dash until Harry finally emerged, ushering Billy out and locking the front door.

‘Do you want a lift?’ Harry called after Billy as he hurried away down the drive. Billy put his hand to his ear and looked about him for a moment, before proceeding on down the drive. Ruth smirked, then wiped it off before Harry climbed into the car, already slightly out of breath.

As they emerged onto the road, Harry rolled down his window to ask Billy again about a lift, but before he could speak Billy had raised a finger to him and walked on. Harry thought for a moment about spitting something back, then shook his head and drove on.

Ruth went through the swing doors first.

As Harry followed, two elderly cleaners in blue aprons and clutching mops, spotted him.

‘Hey, Harry! We love you!’

Harry stopped, a warm smile easing across his pale face. ‘Why thank you, ladies, if I wasn’t a married man . . .’

His eyes twinkled. They giggled like schoolgirls.

His eyes darted about, looking for Ruth, but she’d already entered the glass elevator. The doors were closing. She had her back to him. Harry tutted and headed for the stairs. As he disappeared from view he could clearly hear one of the cleaners saying, ‘Bit of a fat shite, isn’t he?’

The offices of JJ McMahon & Co, Solicitors, and Amanda Boyle, Solicitor, were housed in the same modern office block in the centre of the city, but they were light years apart in both attitude and decor. McMahon’s was warm and musty, like an ageing university professor’s. Boyle’s was as cool and efficient as she was herself. She had a pudding bowl haircut and a perpetually sour face. Ruth had been her client for several years. She had only ever seen her smile in triumph. Ruth sat across from her solicitor, and almost immediately found herself drifting.

‘So, as we discussed last time, Ruth, almost an embarrassment of riches.’ Ruth nodded vaguely. Ms Boyle, as she preferred to be known, patted the top copy of a pile of Sunday newspapers. It was upside down, but Ruth could see Harry’s bloated drunken face staring out, the blonde with the wet T-shirt on his knee. Some showbiz party. The headline she knew by heart. When Harry Wet Sally. ‘From what we have here,’ Boyle was saying, ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt we’ll have him out on his ear and dossing in the nearest shop doorway, and nothing more than the mean son of a . . . Mrs McKee? Ruth?’ Ruth was staring into nothingness. ‘Ruth, please, stay with me on this, okay?’

Ruth nodded wearily. ‘I just want it over.’

Two floors down, JJ McMahon was patting a similar pile of newspapers. ‘Oh, Harry, Harry, where did it all go wrong?’ Harry shrugged and took another sip of his whiskey. JJ had poured them both a generous shot on his arrival. They’d been friends for twenty years and knew each other backwards. So much of what he was saying was rhetorical. It was common knowledge to them both. But he still had to fight Harry’s corner in court, even though his inclination was to wave the white flag and try to salvage something, even if it was only a clock radio. He shook his head and tutted. ‘Drunkenness, unfaithfulness, it’ll take the magistrate an hour to read the press clippings alone!’

Harry slumped down in his chair. ‘Sure half of that’s made up.’

‘Aye, Harry, I know, but what about the other half?’ Harry shrugged again. ‘What about . . . what about . . .’ JJ began, flexing his fingers, clutching at straws. ‘What about this time she threw the plate at you?’

‘She was throwing it back.’

‘Very difficult to prove. You had stitches?’

‘We were in stitches, bloody plate wouldn’t break.’ He smiled briefly at the memory of it, as briefly as they had smiled then, a momentary respite in the permanent war.

‘What about matters, ahm, conjugal?’

‘We haven’t conjugated in a long time.’

JJ sighed. He took another drink. He tutted. He lifted a sheet of paper with an official-looking seal on it. He tutted again. ‘Harry, we go to the divorce court tomorrow. Unless you can come up with something by then, you’ll be out on your ear without a leg to stand on.’

Harry nodded thoughtfully. He set his glass down. ‘I’m going to have to kill her.’

JJ rolled his eyes. He lifted the bottle. ‘Drink?’ he said.
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Tea Time with Harry, like many other variety shows of the time, was eventually put to death. But Harry himself was too valuable a commodity to lose. For a couple of years after that he hosted an afternoon chat show, then a panel game, before finally settling into What’s Cookin’? the mid-morning show he had presented ever since. It mixed chat with cookery five mornings a week. The most popular segment of the show was called Dish of the Day. It featured a celebrity emerging from behind a set of venetian blinds to reveal his favourite recipe, then chatting about his life and career while helping Harry to prepare that very dish.

Of course, real celebrities were a bit short on the ground in Belfast during the Troubles, and even with the coming of peace Frankie was still spending half his budget overpaying former soap stars and pop singers who hadn’t had a hit in years to fly in to what was still regarded as a time bomb of a city. And it was, literally, his budget. Belfast Television had long ago farmed out What’s Cookin’? to Frankie’s own production company, Sunrise Television – they’d no choice, really, as Frankie and Harry had threatened to walk if they didn’t. Frankie had boosted Harry’s pay and even given him a directorship and a share of the profits. Harry was quite happy to continue churning out What’s Cookin’? five days a week, fifty weeks a year, as long as he could just roll in, do it, and enjoy the party afterwards. He wasn’t really interested in running a company, or producing other programmes; he left all that to Frankie. There were other programmes; a nature documentary series, one on old Irish railways, one for teenagers, but none of them had made much of an impact and neither Belfast Television nor the BBC had asked for second series of any of them. As they remarked locally, Frankie’s bread and butter was his cookery programme.

So Harry was given a lot of leeway.

It didn’t much matter if he occasionally smelled of drink. There wasn’t smellovision, yet.

It didn’t much matter if his skin was pale and blotchy, Lily in make-up could work wonders.

He still dropped eggs and burned things, but that was part of his charm.

Frankie was happy. Viewing figures were good. Advertising was good. The only thing that perplexed him and his team was the endless quest for celebrities.

Sometimes they scraped beneath the bottom of the barrel. Like today. Their guest was a flautist. Certainly not James Galway. Not even a teenage prodigy. They had to make do with one Brendan O’Maohoney, an elderly gentleman who played the clubs around Belfast and was best known for being able to play ‘Annie’s Song’ while jamming a penny whistle up either nostril. Everyone was feeling too nauseous to even care what his favourite recipe was.

It wasn’t even a case of being so bad it was good.

It was just bad.

Harry smirked through it.

The audience was almost asleep by the end of it. Frankie growled into his mike: ‘Cue the fucking audience, half-wit,’ and the stage manager shook himself into action and motioned the audience to applaud as Brendan removed the penny whistles from his nose.

Frankie watched the audience on his monitor as the camera panned across them. At least three quarters of them were of pensionable age. And the rest weren’t that far from it. Harry’s audience had always been made up of the elderly, the single mothers, the students and the chronically unemployable. As the years went by, peace broke out and the economy boomed, the audience had increasingly come to be dominated by the elderly and the infirm. There were just more of them now. Viewing figures hadn’t dipped at all.

It wasn’t all callipers and colostomy bags. At the end of each live show Harry did a little meet and greet, and it wasn’t always out of the goodness of his heart. Quite often he forgot to remove his mike, and Frankie quite enjoyed listening in, laughing at how Harry dealt with some of the embarrassing requests, marvelling at how he managed always to sort the wheat from the fossilized chaff to zero in on the occasional attractive older woman.

There he was now, two old dears cosying up to him, cooing: ‘We had to wait six weeks to get tickets.’

‘Can we have an autograph?’

‘And a kiss?’

Harry gave both, and posed for a photograph.

As the two happy old ladies toddled off, another woman, a lot younger, perhaps in her mid forties, with long blonde hair, not bad-looking at all, in a certain light, came up to Harry.

‘You must get used to that,’ she said, smiling after the old ladies.

Harry, wiping at the lipstick on his cheek, shook his head. ‘You never get used to that.’ Frankie laughed. ‘So,’ Harry said, his voice soft but with a mischievous twist, ‘were you looking for an autograph or a kiss?’

They moved off camera after that, and the mike was disconnected. But Frankie knew. Knew enough not to go barging into Harry’s dressing room for half an hour. Or a couple of minutes anyway.

Lily, make-up queen on What’s Cookin’? since its inception, and a good friend of Harry’s, knew better as well. She didn’t approve, but she was resigned to Harry and his philandering ways. The fact that her make-up room was next door to his dressing room and the walls were paper thin didn’t help matters. Sordid was too short a word for what Harry got up to. Usually she timed leaving her room just as she was leaving Harry’s, so that she could give them both a good look. She enjoyed seeing Harry’s guilt, not that it lasted long. The women, well, it differed. To some it was like water off a duck’s back. Others looked diminished, or disappointed at the experience or angry at the brush-off.

Quite often, after the show, Harry and some of the crew went for lunch at the Crown. Usually a liquid lunch. This day, there was only Lily. She had the afternoon off, and most of the rest of the crew were involved in shooting the latest of Frankie Woods’s hare-brained schemes for a game show. So they sat at the bar, drinking, and after a while JJ joined them. By early afternoon they were all pretty drunk.
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