Rita Bell, Where Are You?

Anybody here remember Rita Bell and the Prize Movie?  As I remember it, before I was old enough to go to school, I watched it in the mornings on TV, at like 8:30 or 9 AM.  It was a locally produced show at channel 7 that went through several name changes over the years but will always be remembered as Rita Bell’s Prize Movie.  Rita Bell, a lovely young girl with the biggest dimples you ever saw… next to Shirley Temple.   Each morning Rita would host a movie: ”The Man in The Gray Flannel Suit”,“Citizen Cain”, “The Thin Man” and lots more, mostly from the forties, fifties and sixties.

I ended up working with Rita at that station 20 years later.  And during that time I met someone many of you should know.  Jim O’Dea, rest his soul, was one of the wackiest people I ever met.  But then so many of the people I met along the way… were wacky.   Jim loved a good practical joke.  Naturally, there was ample, opportunity in a station that size.  We also worked with a guy, Roger, who was habitually absent, late or otherwise unaccounted for.  When he didn’t make it, I got the call to be there in his stead.  Whenever this happened Jimmy would invariably be around to ask where the other guy was.  Then harangue him for his incessant absence when he did show up.  The live announcer that was there everyday was Gene Abrams, whose name you may not remember but whose voice would be clear as a… never mind, if you were around Detroit through the 60’s and 70’s and probably part of the 80’s.  

Jim decided one day, it was time to teach Roger a lesson.  He and Gene got together and Gene, using his best talents called Roger on the phone and told him that he was the company doctor.  The doctor told Roger that his habitual absences had raised red flags at the station and that they wanted him to bring in a urine sample, to the station, in the morning.   Roger assented and they all hung up. 

That, in itself, is funny, when you think about Roger coming in to work the next morning with a urine specimen.  But it wasn’t quite good enough for Jimmy.  Later that day, Jim called Roger and told him all about the scam and that Gene was the culprit.  Jim also made a suggestion to Roger, who was willing to do anything to pay Gene back.  The next morning Roger was at his control room position when Gene came out of the announce booth, found Roger sitting there with a urine specimen and started asking questions… what’s that?  Why is it here?  Who told you to do that?  Are you crazy?  What doctor would tell you to bring that to work?  Etc., etc., etc., until Roger feigns anger, grabs the specimen jar, opens it and throws it on Gene.  Unaware that he had been scammed Gene took out after Roger who ran like a rabbit.  Gene chased Roger for nearly 5 minutes before Jim finally caught up with them both and gave Roger a chance to explain that the specimen was only colored water.   Nevertheless, I think it took a little time to get past that one.  

Do you know that Walter Cronkite is short?  I was shocked.  I always thought Walter Cronkite was at least 6 feet tall.  Turns out, the little guy is about 5’ 7”, if you’re generous.  But a very nice man; even gave an hour of his time to show us around the CBS News Studios and offices.  

And don’t get me started on New York City.  It was the last place I wanted to go.  I was a producer in the 7th largest market in the country.  I was content with what I was doing.  Then the boss walks in and says, “I’m sending you to New York City.”  “Oh?”  “Yeah!”  “Is there a specific reason?”  “No!  Just go there and see they put their pants on the same way we do.”  “HUH!?”   “Here’s your tickets, some cash, a key to the brownstone on 57th and Lex and you leave on Sunday night, have a nice trip.”

Never visit New York City on your own money.  I went, begrudgingly, and I fell in love with the place.  How could you not?  The atmosphere is electric.  The city never sleeps and the streets draw you into them at all hours.  Walking is a treat.  The people you see, the directness (aka rudeness) is phenomenal.   The cost is phenomenal, but worth a college semester in education alone.  5 days in that place as an introduction, with cash in my pocket, an unlimited expense account, and no actual work to have to accomplish;  It was a treat.  I can’t compare it in sheer excitement to any other professional experience, in my life.

Robbie Timmons was actually along on the trip to see Walter Cronkite.  Uncle Wally, as I like to think of him now.   I guess I feel it necessary to mention Robbie, here is another class act, always a kind word, easy to laugh, always ready to do whatever was necessary to get the job done.  I still have video of Robbie playing softball, as part of a teamwork promotion for her News Show at Channel 2.
Anyway, this was about Rita Bell, wasn’t it?  Okay, after watching young Rita on TV during my childhood, I find my self face to face with her, fifteen years later, in a studio, stage-managing Rita Bell’s Prize Movie.  What a sweetheart she was; easy going, nice to everyone, easy to talk to, just an all around nice person.  She was into handwriting analysis.  She did mine after we got to know each other and told me what a wonderful person my handwriting said I was.  She truly was insightful.  I was really only filling in for Roger when I got to work with her.  I didn’t see her on a regular basis.  She continued the show for years and then sort of disappeared.  I went on to news, morning show producing and promotion.  I never really heard what happened to dear Rita.  But she was one of the first and best memories I have from a long and interesting career.
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