Remembering
The Movie Man

Louisville is the place where
I was born. But more im-
portant than that, Louis-
ville is the place where my
father died.

November 3, 1975, to be
exact. | was four.

My parents had moved to Louisville from New York to be
broadcasters. They made strides immediately. My mother became
one of the first female news directors in radio and my dad had a
following as WHAS radio’s afternoon drive-time deejay and as the
movie reviewer on WHAS-TV’s evening news. “The Movie Man”
they called him.

So there you have it. Nice house. Successful parents. Local
celebrities to be exact. And a little girl with a wonderful, quier,
easy future awaiting her.
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After 25 years away, a still-bereaved daughter
returns “home” to come to terms with her

father’s untimely death. By Rachel Zients

Except did T mention
that my father had been in
and out of mental hospitals,
thought he’d killed his
boss’s children when he
poured rat poison down the
toilet, and had taken to carving his thighs with a knife?

Not terribly idyllic. Even less so when he went through with it
and my mother found him on the bedroom floor. She and I went
back to New York before the horror could set in.

Twenty-some years later 'm a passenger in a car heading to
Louisville from my home in Los Angeles, and the anticipation [
feel as we get closer to my former hometown overwhelms me.
Somewhere in the middle of the country a sense of freedom hits
me. I'm heading from one broken relationship — 1 had just
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found my boyfriend at the movies with a
girl that wasn't me — towards the memo-
ry of another. I'm momentarily free.
Hoping this trip will magically fix it all.

The reason for the trip is simple. My
best friend and I are going to be in a
movie. She is che lead and 1 am going o
be a waitress in a scene where she gocs on
a really bad date. (Trust me, I do “wait-
ress” really well. Years of practice.) I have
two lines. My acting career in the past year
has consisted of one line each in two dif-
ferent movies, so, the way [ see it, this will
be a whole year’s worth of work in one
day. It’s all rather exciting.

And in between takes I'll conquer all my
“intimacy issues,” figure out why and how
my father killed himself, and learn to stop
falling in love with men who are comfort-
able disappointing me. A lot to ask, but I
am going to be there for a whole week,
after all.

As the country rushes by, I close my
eyes. Something is going to happen — I
can feel it. T don’t know what, but
dammit, something is going to happen. T
am going to make peace with the most
defining moment of my life.

Other than a speeding ticket in
Oklahoma (mine),
(also mine), the trip has been uneventful.

and some smelly feet

Just two women in a car for three days.
My friend is scruggling wich her own
problems and T am caught between what
I've just left and what I lost years ago.

A half hour outside of Louisville, in the
parking lot of the restaurant where we've
just eaten what we hope will be our last
really bad meal, we watch in amazement as
lighting tears up the sky in front of us. It’s
a beautiful storm, bur a storm nonetheless,
and it’s blocking our path. As we're dis-
cussing our options, a lovely older couple
who had stopped for ice cream suggest we
follow them into the city. They're locals;
they know the roads. In the midst of our
thanks and small talk, I sheepishly ask if
they remember The Movie Man. Mid-'70s?
WHAS-TV? “Oh I'm sure you don’t . . .”

A resounding “Of course!” comes back at
me. “You're his daughter? Well, how about
that?” I smile ac the recognition, and feel a
pride I hadn’t expected. And, with that, the
lovely older couple who stopped to get ice
cream leads us into Louisville safe and sound.

According to the state of Kentucky, I do
not exist. And my father did not die. At
least Louisville’s main library does not have
a birth record for me, nor a death record

for him. For some reason, seeing things in
&
print has always made me feel safe. I'm not

means that anyone else can find it there,
too. I can remember searching my college
library (my parents had gone to the same
school) for anything with my dad’s name
on it: his unfinished dissertation, an old
yearbook, anything to prove he was there. |
remember the fear and excitement I felt
when I discovered through an old directory
that we'd lived in the same dorm. Could
we have had the same room or have walked
the same halls? It was a feeling that made
him almost tangible, as if he were just
around the corner. It’s a feeling I've had my
whole life — that the answer is somewhere
just around a corner.

The microfiche flickers in the quiet
Louisville library and, finally, his obituary
from the local newspaper appears before
me: | have the confirmation of what I'd

“Excuse me,” I say quietly to the
woman behind the desk in the coroner’s
office. I want to ask her: “How could a
man strangle himself with the cloth belt of
a bathrobe using his bare hands? Wouldn’t
he pass out before he had the strength to
finish the job? And why does it say here,
‘allegedly found hanging in bathroom,’
when we all know he was found on the
bedroom floor? And whar do you mean,
‘nicotine was found in his system’? You
mean my father smoked?”

But before I can say anything she looks at
me and calmly says, “Dear, ['ve seen a lor of
things come through this office that can’t be
explained, and yet they can all be explained.
And sometimes things are wrong.”

With that, I know that the derails on
the page don’t matrer; the dertails of the
man do. I thank her for her help and wan-
der back through the halls of the Barret

Avenue building, fecling like a reporter

always known, bur had never seen. I sit

there quietly and cry, wishing slightly that
I hadnt found it, but also I'm glad thar I
now have a copy.

A few minutes later I'm sitting in the
Sweer 'n Savory Cafe, marveling at my
anonymity. There isn’t a way in hell that
anyone I know could walk into this cafe in
Kentucky — and yet I look at each person
and wonder, “Do you know me? Did you
listen to WHAS in the 70s? I'm Rachel.
I'm Jeff Douglas” daughter. The one he
talked about in his TV review of Jaws!”
But I know they dont know me, and so |
just order my eggs and drink my coffee
and smile and weep uncried tears, feeling
so close and yet so far from what I imag-
ined home to be.

My next stop is the county coroner’s
office.

Fumbling through the autopsy report,
my hands shake with each new page. [ am
sitting in an empty hallway. Suddenly with
all the information in front of me, I am
more confused than ever. Everything I've
known for 20 years is now a degree off.

e, pw/cﬁ 4 some real peaples

» WHAS.

who has just stumbled onto a new and
important lead.

I have always felt at home in newsrooms.
The radio station my mother worked at in
New York City was my playground as a
child. And yer here I am, standing in the
middle of a newsroom feeling as scared and
lost as a child entering for the first time.

This is where my father worked. This is
where Jeff Douglas had been The Movie
Man. I am here to meet a friend of his, a
man who eerily reminds me of my step-
father. He greets me with a hello so genuine
and full that I'm surprised we haven’t met
before this moment, and yer it is real and
very appropriate.

His eyes are a little sad as he glances
away. 1 am used to that look. It’s a look
['ve seen my grandfather give me.

My father’s friend shows me around and
shows me off. I try to imagine this station
as it used to be, maybe with my facher sit-
ting at one of these desks, laughing at his
own jokes in his review of The Pink
Fanther, as my mother walks by amused at
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ELEGANT CIGAR ROOM

RESERVATIONS REQUESTED
Available Every Day For Private Parties
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FAX: 502.637.7883 I

his amusement.

Suddenly I am surrounded by my father’s
former coworkers. Someone says, “Hey, this
is Jefhie’s daughter!”

I feel like a rug has been pulled out
from under me. He continues on and
makes everyone standing in the licde circle
in the lobby laugh as he reminisces. And I
keep smiling, but all I'm hearing over and
over in my head is “Jeffie.”

Who the hell is “Jeffie?” I knew Jeff.
“Jefhie” was someone I didn't know. 1 look
at this lovely man sharing his memories
with me and I hate him: He knew someone
I hadn't known and never would know.

[ don’t remember much after that,
except how selfish I felt. I didn’t want them
= in my pain. This happened to me,
. This is my tagedy, my journcy.

hat makes me different, don't you
s what makes me special. Bur they
haring in my pain; they were shar-
irs. They had lost a friend.

v my father was not jusc my
father He was a friend, a husband, a son.
[ was just one piece of a larger story. And
2 liztle of the burden was lifred.

v father’s friend rakes me

,,,,,,,,,, ife and two daughters.
about my father and

My

eyes widen with

s like wartching 2

cart and then, poof.
Youvec never seen bCFOl'e.

v sensuous three year old” — that
-r called you,” he says as he

ver been any age other than four
witd ther. [ was four when he died. !
when we left. I do not exis

our in my memories. But all of 2
n I'm three. Maybe [ was two, anc
even one, once. Maybe I existed wholly.

sweetly. innocently before death and loss

crept into my life and defined my actions
and expectations. Maybe I was once a sim-
ple, devilish little girl running around the
back yard frolicking and playing, clamor-
ing for artention, shouting, “Watch me
Daddy, watch me,” as [ twitled in the sun
and curtsied on cue. I remember I'm
going to be acting in a movie in a few
days, and my choice of profession makes
more sense to me than ever. [ quickly
order another glass of wine.



There are stories we tell ourselves,
regardless of their truth, to make our lives
a little easier. Mine has been that if I'd
been raised in Kentucky I'd be fond of
frosted pink lipstick and work in a Dairy
Queen. I had convinced myself that I had
been given a gift when we moved away.
That New York City and all the doors it
opened had been better for me than being
raised in a smaller city with a sick father.

As | sip my wine and look at this beau-
tiful family sitting around me — a family
not unlike my own stepfamily, full of
ambition and incelligence — [ realize that
my story is wrong. Its both chrilling and
devastating to recognize that the other
road your life could have taken might not
have been a dead end.

We say goodnight knowing it is good-
bye, and I hug my newfound friends one
more time. As I'm getting ready to leave I
realize that every time I made a little joke,
my father’s friend laughed in a particular
way that told me I reminded him of my
father. (I guess comic timing is genetic.) I
ask him about that. He pauses and says,
“Why do you think dinner went so late? 1
didnt want you to go.” And a warm feel-
ing rushes through me. I'm helping him as
much as he is helping me.

The best part of che night is that I know
my way back to the hotel. The streets of
Louisville now seem familiar. And with
that I'm ready to leave.

I still have a movie to shoot, though, and a
family in New York to visit when the
movie is done and a life to get back to in
L.A., including an ex-boyfriend T now
know I'm better off withour. I have things
o do that don't have to do with my father;
they have to do with me.

I feel like Dorothy, who vows, “If T ever
decide again to seek my heart’s desire, I
won't look any further than my own back
vard.” But Dorothy wouldn’t have known
that if she hadn’t followed the Yellow Brick
Road ar least once. Next time she’ll know
better and so will .

I'll know that I knew my father before T
even left. Because T am my father. And my
grandfather is my father. And my mother.
And my aunt. And anyone who knew him
and loved him. Because he exists; he exists
because we remember, because we choose
not to forget.

Hi, my name is Rachel. My father died
when | was four. But ic’s really not thar
bad. After all, 'm the daughter of The
Movie Man. And I get a happy ending. =

Admission is free. =
- information, call 1-87.7-444-7867

Hours:
TWFS 10-5
Thurs. 10-8
Sun. |-5

Kentucky History Center
100 VV. Broadway
Frankfort, KY 40601-1931

(502) 564-1792 www.kyhistory.org
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