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Ladies and
Gentlemen:

 


Hi, my name is Carolyn
Adyon. If my name is familiar to you, then you’re probably a big
fan of Alvee Smith-Killem, hot Hollywood ticket and probable
shoo-in for People’s next Sexiest Man Alive.
That’s me that you saw on his arm at the premiere
of Cheyenne Sundown, the
just-barely-made-an-R-Rating-because-he’s-just-so-damned-sexy-in-it
vehicle that shot him to international stardom.

 


But you might not be
seeing me on his arm anymore. I’ve been feeling a little tired
lately, and I don’t think that it’s entirely due to our whirlwind
Hollywood lifestyle. I think my tiredness might be coming from an
entirely different source – a more malevolent one, let’s say – and
it’s just this suspicion that might cause me to lighten fan-girls’
hearts everywhere and leave Alvee Smith-Killem.

 


But first, I’ve got my
tale to tell, how I came to meet Alvee. It’s a strange and unusual
journey – once upon a time I wanted to be a writer – and that
ambition feeds into the story, because if I’d never wanted to
write, I definitely never would’ve met Alvee. If not for Alvee,
nothing I’ve written would’ve ever seen the light of
day.

 


So, I’ll spell it all out,
make sure I get the chronologies right. Maybe if you think anybody
will believe it, you’ll find a publisher for it. You’ll have to
call it fiction then, put in that disclaimer about any similarities to people living or dead being purely
coincidental, lest the lawyers that
Alvee’s money can buy sue me and my discerning publisher back to
the Stone Age. Lest I wind up dead myself. Lest this feeling of
tiredness just keeps growing and growing until I expire.

 


So, please find attached,
etc.

 


Sincerely,

 


Carolyn Adyon

 


Carolyn Adyon
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ONE

 It’s
been awhile now, since the first time I noticed the two green keys
hanging off of my roommate’s keychain. Ruthanne’s prodigious set of
keys were the originals that inspired that old warning that too
much stuff hanging off your key ring will damage your car’s
ignition. First she had a big bunch of oversized, plastic baby
keys, which she thought was an absolutely adorable, clever idea –
baby keys as keychain for real keys! How cute is that?

Attached to the baby keys were perhaps only
six or seven metal keys that actually opened things – car doors and
apartment doors and office doors. There was a little club card for
the grocery store, and one for the drug store.

But in addition to these, Ruthanne had a
miniature rendition of the Hollywood sign made out of soft plastic;
a large black fob that claimed to be from the Bates Motel; and a
pewter deep sea diver’s helmet that symbolized I knew not what.

It was a change in the
familiar clank of her keys that actually drew my attention to them.
We were driving home from work and I noticed a new little
rhythmic tink among the slapping of all those different bits of plastic, and
I looked over at the overtaxed ignition of her car. Two identical
metal keys, painted a shiny pistachio green, hung from the very
bottom of the assemblage. They clinked together
pleasantly.

I could tell that even though these two were
metal, they were not there to open things, because the keys that in
fact opened things were segregated on a separate part of the
structure. For quick access when actual opening had to be
accomplished, I imagined.

I asked her, “What’s with the green
keys?”

Ruthanne looked over at me and smiled,
pleased that I’d noticed the addition. “Good luck charm,” she
said.

“Really,” I said. “How’s
that?”

“It’s kind of a long
story,” she said. “Are you sure you want to hear it?”

Ruthanne had a lot of long stories. She was
almost always polite enough to ask if I wanted to hear one of them
before holding forth, however. I nodded, and she began.

“There was this actor in
the ‘60s . . .”

I was immediately sure that
I was going to be sorry. My friend was what is referred to in the
parlance as a fan of movie stars. A big
fan. She was not just someone who can tell
you about where Brad and Angie spent their honeymoon, or why Tom
Cruise really isn’t gay, or who Bradley Cooper is dating right now
– Ruthanne knew that stuff too, but she was primarily a fan of
movie stars of yesteryear. She knew thousands of amazing and
utterly boring facts about the actors and actresses of the Golden
Age of Hollywood right up through about 1979 or so. After that, her
encyclopedic knowledge waned a little – stars that were still alive
didn’t seem to hold as much appeal to her as the old ones and the
dead ones did.

Ruthanne’s room was
decorated with movie posters, and she kept several fat notebooks
stuffed with 8 x 10 glossies of all her favorite stars. She added
to her collections via the internet, and also made the pilgrimage a
couple times a year to buy and trade with the memorabilia shops in
downtown LA. Nothing pleased her more than to snag a rare
autographed photo, or a hard-to-find copy of some old movie that no
one but she and her fellow nutball fans had ever heard of. She
would mourn for weeks if someone else beat her to the prize – she
called this being swooped.

I thought that it was a
bizarre hobby for a young woman – while there were many and varied
attractive modern movie stars, and Ruthanne avidly watched their movies – she
only seemed to coo and sigh the most over the ones that had been
dead for decades.

It was so weird to me,
following movie stars of any kind, dead or alive. I mean, don’t get
me wrong, I like movies probably more than the next person – but I
could never get into movie stars
the way Ruthanne was into them. Sure, they’re all
very attractive and watching their movies is entertaining. And
maybe they even deserve the millions they make.

But I just couldn’t
possibly bring myself to care about the opinions, the ups and
downs, the triumphs and tragedies, the marriages and divorces and
babies and betrayals of fantastically wealthy and beautiful people
that I was never, ever going to meet. And if all these triumphs and
tragedies, marriages and divorces had occurred in the past, as was
the case with the ones my friend liked the best, I cared even less.
But these people were real to Ruthanne, like neighbors. She
wasted emotions on
them.

I, on the other hand, was
what is commonly referred to as a movie
buff. Not a film
snob, mind you – I knew that
The Bicycle Thief existed, but I’d never seen it. I knew nothing about Fellini,
didn’t hold Hitchcock as a god. I’d enjoyed Citizen Kane, however, long before I
heard how amazing it was supposed to be, and Orson Welles’
Othello was
superb.

I could almost hold up my
end of the conversation with a film snob, however, if he was
talking about some of the old mainstream classics, ones everybody
had seen. If he wanted to talk Casablanca, or The Maltese Falcon, or
Giant, or
The Wild One or
On the Waterfront, I
could intelligently discuss characterization and plot. There were a
few more of the oldies that I was familiar with –
Gone with the Wind, or
course, or The African Queen,
or The Postman Always
Rings Twice. But if he wanted to talk about
directors and pacing, camera angles and lighting, I was out. I
liked to enjoy movies, not analyze them.

I’d always thought I might like to write
them, too, but I’ll get to that laughable ambition later.

I’d never seen
It Happened One Night, or Breakfast at Tiffany’s,
or even It’s a Wonderful
Life. I never watched foreign films if I
could possibly help it, especially not old, classic ones. I’d never
seen a single thing starring Charlie Chaplin of Mark Pickford or
Buster Keaton. In fact, the only silent film I’d ever seen
was The Mystery of the Leaping
Fish, starring Douglas Fairbanks as Coke
Ennyday, and that was only because it was outrageously funny and
only twenty-five minutes long.

I was a modern movie buff – anything from
about 1980 or so – if it was made in Hollywood and it had made a
little money, if it wasn’t too much of a tearjerker or rom-com,
then chances are I’d seen it, or at least heard of it. If it was
foreign or obscure or too sad or too romantic, then it had probably
passed me by. I was a buff, not a snob. And I certainly wasn’t
a fan of movie
stars.

“There was this actor in
the ‘60s,” Ruthanne was saying. “His name was Franck O’Day. He
spelled it F-R-A-N-C-K. His full name was Francis Joseph O’Day.”
She grinned a little for subjecting me to too much information
already. “He disappeared after a plane crash in 1968.”

“You mean, he died in a
plane crash in 1968?” I asked. “Like Buddy Holly and the Big
Bopper?”

“Oh, no,” Ruthanne replied
emphatically, as we pulled into the driveway of our apartment
complex. She put the gate-card into the reader, then looked over at
me while the gate slowly clanked open. In all seriousness, she
said, “There was never any proof that he died.”

“So, if he was in movies in
the ‘60s, and he didn’t die in the plane crash, how old would he be
now?” I asked.

“I think he was born in . .
.” Ruthanne did some calculations in her head as she pulled into
our spot under its rusty awning. I knew that she didn’t
think, she
knew. As I said, Ruthanne
was nothing if not versed in her facts about the lives of ancient
movie stars. We got out of the car and I followed her up the steps
to our apartment. “He turned eighty. In April.” She grinned again.
She knew when his birthday was.

“And you think he’s still
alive?” I asked incredulously. “Like wandering around in the woods
somewhere, un-rescued all these years? Like Bigfoot?”

Ruthanne paused on the steps to shoot me a
withering, now-that-would-just-be-ridiculous look. “Hold on a
minute. I’ll show you proof.”

She unlocked the door to our apartment with
her clinking, clanking keys; the two green ones flashed. I realized
that she hadn’t even mentioned them and their significance yet –
she hadn’t even hinted at what was supposed to make them good luck
charms. I sighed. This was going to be a long story indeed. But it
was all right. Sure, it was Friday night, but it wasn’t like I had
a date or anything. Ruthanne was a helluva good bartender, and I
knew that if I sat still and listened to her story, she’d feed me a
couple of good strong drinks, and at least I’d have a nice buzz
going by the time she was done with her tale. There were worse ways
to spend a Friday night.

Ruthanne set her purse and giant set of keys
on the coffee table, and as if reading my mind, she asked me if I
wanted a drink. I smiled. “Sure.”

Her stories weren’t always
that bad, I thought. This one even seemed
to be going to have a little mystery to it. It wasn’t like I had
one other thing to do, anyway. I went into my room to change out of
my work clothes, then returned to the couch and waited.

A few minutes later, Ruthanne brought me a
glass and presented it to me, saying, “In honor of Franck O’Day, I
made you a mint julep. I read somewhere that he never drank
anything else.” Then she said, “To absent friends,” and we clinked
glasses.

I sipped. The drink was
sweet and strong, complete with real mint leaves to make it extra
tasty. Ruthie had a whole collection of extra little things to make
drinks so that they were just like they
serve ‘em in Vegas, she said. Simple Syrup
and mint leaves and limes and olives and cocktail onions, depending
on your tastes. It sure beat an ice cube and a shot in a coffee
cup, which was how I made a drink. A big fan of old movie stars and
a helluva bartender. That was my friend.

Ruthanne set her drink down on the coffee
table. “Okay. You wanted proof that Franck O’Day is still alive.”
She disappeared into her bedroom.

“Sure,” I said, and sipped
my excellent drink. I could not care less if Franck O’Day was still
alive, whoever he was or had been, but I knew that Ruthanne wanted
to prove it to me, and after all, I’d made the mistake of telling
her that I wanted to hear the long story.

Ruthanne returned with a folded-over
magazine. She handed it to me, and sat down in a chair across the
coffee table from me and picked up her drink. Already feeling the
Kentucky Whiskey warming my synapses, I read aloud, “‘1950’s and
‘60’s era starlet Jessika Yerdlay passed away December 31, after
suffering a stroke. She was 81. She is survived by her daughter,
Dolores, who said that her mother passed peacefully a few hours
after admission to Cedars-Sinai in Los Angeles.

“‘Yerdlay made several
movies in the late 1950s and 1960s, but is probably best known for
the classic High Times in
Manhattan, in which she appeared opposite
Franck O’Day.’”

I looked up at Ruthanne,
who smiled. I continued. “‘Variety
called High Times in
Manhattan “a delightful comedy about
romantic hijinks at an upscale New York hotel during New Year’s
Eve, 1940,” and drew comparisons to It
Happened One Night and even
Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’”

I looked at Ruthanne. “You know, I’ve never
seen either of those.”

Ruthanne nodded, sipped her drink. “Yes, you
are a Philistine. Proceed.”

I read on.
“‘The New York Times called it “a definite Oscar contender” in 1961. But despite
gushing praise from all quarters, it was not happily-ever-after
romance but doomed, musically-accompanied romance that was on
Oscar’s mind that year. Best Picture honors went to
West Side Story.
High Times in Manhattan was not even nominated. The picture has since appeared in
several Top Ten lists, however. Tragedy and scandal followed
Yerdlay and O’Day throughout the 1960s, and they are often
remembered more for these events than for their appearance
in Manhattan.

“‘O’Day wed Bridget McSwale
while making the film in 1961, but tragedy struck in 1965 when
Jessika’s brother Roger killed O’Day’s wife in an apparent
murder-suicide.’” I looked up at Ruthanne in surprise. She sipped
her drink, and gestured for me to keep reading.

“‘Two years later, on
Valentine’s Day 1967, Yerdlay announced that she and O’Day were
engaged to be married, but rumors swirled that the engagement had
been called off when O’Day flew to England alone in July, on the
anniversary of his wife’s death, to consult with director Robert
Ecksmith about a new film. In September of 1967, Yerdlay officially
called off their engagement. Long before Roman Polanski would be
convicted of similar offenses, Yerdlay stated that she had evidence
that O’Day had engaged in criminal improprieties with her daughter
Dolores in 1965, when Dolores was only fourteen.’” Again I looked
at Ruthanne. This was interesting. Again she gestured for me to
continue reading.

“‘In January 1968, O’Day
planned to leave Japan, where he and Ecksmith had been scouting
locations for their film, to return to the United States to answer
Yerdlay’s charges. O’Day and Ecksmith were declared lost and
presumed dead when the small plane they were flying in went missing
on January 7th, 1968. Wreckage from a plane
believed to be O’Day’s was discovered in 1982. However, no remains
were recovered, nor was the plane definitively determined to be
O’Day’s. He and Ecksmith were declared legally dead in 1976. In May
of 1968, Jessika Yerdlay was involved in an automobile accident
from which she was said to be left “disfigured.” She retired from
acting that same year.

“‘Yerdlay was interred in
O’Day’s plot in Hollywood Forever Cemetery, which he left to her in
his will.’” I looked up at Ruthanne a fourth time. “It says right
here that he died in a plane crash.”

“No, Carol,” she replied,
again emphatic. “It says that he was lost
and presumed dead. Look at the
picture!”

Below the article was a
black and white photo of a stunning blonde, glaring seductively at
the camera, captioned Jessika Yerdlay,
1961. Beside this was a grainy color
photograph of an old man standing in front of a tombstone. He was
wearing a fedora and large sunglasses, obscuring his face; he could
be Jimmy Hoffa, for all I could tell from the picture. The caption
read, Lone fan mourns Jessika Yerdlay last
week.

I turned the magazine to
its cover and discovered to my surprise that it was
Time from February of
last year. Must’ve been a slow news
week, I thought. I flipped back to the
article on Jessika Yerdlay and said to my friend, “Don’t tell me,
Ruthie. Let me guess. You think that this old guy in the picture is
Franck O’Day, returned from the wilds of Mt. Fuji to pay his
respects.”

“Exactly!” she replied.
Then she studied me silently before saying, “You know, this could
be the story you’ve been looking for. For your book.”

 


TWO

 Allow
me to briefly interject a little back story at this juncture.
Ruthanne and I met in high school, became inseparable pals. My
appreciation for movies and her love of movie stars made our
friendship an instant success. After graduation, we landed plum
jobs at her uncle’s law firm. King Nepot rules all! We were
assigned to what was, in another era, called the typing pool. There have we stuck
for going on ten years now. The pay is good, the work is
challenging enough – the volume of documents that need to be typed,
executed, and filed at a large law firm is massive.

Ruthanne and I both tried
a little college, a little night school, mostly to bone up on our
secretarial skills. We each completed legal secretarial certificate
programs at the local community college. But somehow, the ambition
for an advanced degree never took hold. Ruthie and I settled. Being
secretaries was good enough for us. After all, Ruthie had her
stable of movie stars to light up her imagination, and I had the
not uncommon ambition to be a writer. I aspired to be a novelist,
or on my days of more determined dreaming, a screenwriter. I’d even
tried to freelance a few movie reviews. But not a single print rag,
not one GoDaddy.com website, had ever accepted a single one of them.

Ruthanne had suggested that I try my hand at
writing about some of her old movie star legends before, but I’d
always declined. I’d never heard any that interested me, not even
vaguely. The old Hollywood mystery stuff has been done to death –
even the Black Dahlia murder has more or less been solved, at least
as far as the documentary-watching public is concerned.

But I had to admit that Ruthie was right,
this time. This one had everything – a murder-suicide; a sex
scandal; a lost-and-presumed-dead actor and director. And if my
friend was any example, the guy somehow still had devoted fans.
This one did have some interesting elements.

I shrugged. “You could be right, Ruthie.
Maybe I could turn it into something.” I smiled at her. “Will you
be my research assistant?”

“Of course.” She smiled
back at me. “But you ain’t seen nothing yet. Franck wasn’t at
Jessika’s grave to pay his respects. Hold on a second.”

Ruthanne disappeared again into her room,
then reappeared with her laptop. She sat beside me on the couch
this time, and typed. I sipped my drink, then she turned the laptop
around and showed me the screen.

There was a series of
pictures of the old man and the tombstone, taken from a slightly
different angle. The first was similar to the one that had appeared
in Time, showing
him gazing at the grave. But the next one showed him jumping
joyously in the air, iron gray hair askew, waving his hat. The
third one showed him with his back to the camera, hat replaced,
walking away from the grave. The headline beside the pictures
asked, Who can this be, dancing on the
grave of Jessika Yerdlay?

Ruthanne read aloud.
“‘After a lifetime of ignominy brought on by her cruel, heartless,
and patently fatuous allegations, Franck O’Day has now had the last
laugh. It looks like he enjoyed it, eh, fans? Keep sending all your
good wishes and love energies to Franck. While his health had been
faltering a little lately, the death of his enemy and your healing
energies have once again put him on the road to recovery. Keep
sending in those keys! Watch this space for news of
a personal appearance in
the not too distant future!’” Ruthanne looked at me, blinked
solemnly. “See, I told you he wasn’t dead.”

At last, a mention of keys. Maybe this story
wasn’t going to be so long after all. I said, “What was that about
love energies? And keys?”

Ruthanne sighed, smiled a little sheepishly.
“I know you won’t believe any of this, Carol. But like I say, it
would all make a great book.” She picked her drink up from the
coffee table, sipped it. “You only believe in things that you can
see and touch.”

“And sometimes not even
then,” I said, gesturing at her computer. I surely didn’t believe
that the old man in the picture was an ancient Hollywood reprobate,
returned from a mountainous, snowy death to dance on the grave of
his accuser in some sordid sex scandal. And I had to hear a little
bit more before I decided if I thought it all was seriously book
material or not.

“But you’ll give me that
there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in
your philosophy?” Ruthanne asked. “You’ll give me that?”

Just when I began to think of her as a
simple creature, with her unrequitable loves for dead movie stars,
Ruthanne reminded me that she was also an erudite, intelligent
woman. One must not be too quick to judge the fantasies and
obsessions of others, I reminded myself. Because she was right – my
philosophy was ill-defined and rough around the edges and there was
plenty of room for more things to be added to it. And my fantasies
and obsessions revolved around becoming a movie reviewer, a
best-selling novelist, an award-winning screenwriter. Even my own
mother had laughed at that one.

“There’s
a belief that people can send healing energies to others, Carol,”
Ruthanne continued. “There are actually several beliefs, several
ideas, several names for the process. There’s
Reiki, which is kind of
like a laying on of hands –”

“Like faith healing?” I
asked.

Ruthanne shook her head.
“In faith healing, the people believe that God has a direct
influence. God is directing the healing. In Reiki, no deity is invoked. It’s
believed that there can be a transference of the eternal energy
from one person to another. If you’re sick, your energy is thought
to be unbalanced; it can be put back in balance by the transference
of energy from others. Some people believe that objects can be
imbued with malevolent energy. I know you’ve heard of that kind of
thing – voodoo dolls and cursed objects and haunted houses and so
forth.” Ruthanne frowned and shook her head. “Some people believe
that healing energy can be contained within objects, too; some
believe that it can also be supplied telepathically. They believe
that it’s possible to send love and good feelings to another person
simply by meditating. Simply by sending these feelings, the other
person can receive them and benefit from them. Sometimes it’s
called telepathic love
therapy.” Ruthanne paused.

I said, “What does this have to do with
keys?”

Again, Ruthanne smiled a
little sheepishly. “The keys are a symbol for fans of Franck O’Day.
In early 1967, Franck and Jessika started work on a film
called Two Green Keys. Unfortunately, nothing much is known about it, because it
was never completed. It was first shelved in July, when Jessika’s
brother, Roger, murdered Franck’s wife, then killed
himself.”

“What was that all about?”
I asked. I thought again about the as yet unconceived book – this
gruesome detail was a lot more interesting than healing love
energies and still-unexplained keys.

But Ruthanne shook her head. “I’ll get into
that later. You wanted to know about the keys.”

Indeed. The keys had started this whole
thing.

Ruthanne noticed that my
mint julep was waning, and continued her story as she went out to
the kitchen to make us both another one. “In January of the
following year, shooting was slated to resume on
Two Green Keys. On
Valentine’s Day, Jessika announced her engagement to Franck.
Shooting didn’t resume, however, and in July, Franck flew to
England with his friend, Robert Ecksmith, who had directed him in
his first major feature, a historical biopic about Benedict
Arnold.”

“Benedict
Arnold?” I asked in surprise. “Really?”

“It bombed. I have a copy
of it though, if you’d like to watch it.”

“Perhaps
later,” I said. I had a sneaking suspicion, as they say, that I’d
wind up watching this dog, as well as the
aforementioned High Times in
Manhattan, and probably whatever other
epics that had starred Franck O’Day, if I decided to at last really
write my book.

Ruthanne returned and
handed me a second mint julep. She again toasted, “To absent
friends,” and we clinked glasses. Then she continued.
“Eventually, Two Green Keys
was shelved permanently.” Ruthanne sipped her
drink. “There’s always been a great deal of speculation and
conjecture in the fan community about what it was about, but nobody
really knows for sure. Some say that is was probably another
rom-com kind of thing, since their first one had done so well.
Since there were two keys, maybe somehow things got mixed up,
hilarity ensued, et cetera. Others say that it was maybe a more
spiritual or magical flick – maybe two keys were needed to unlock
some mysterious secret. But no one knows for sure. There are
supposed to be a few stills from it, but I’ve never seen any of
them. No clips. Yerdlay never spoke of it, nor did the director. No
one has been able to find out who the screenwriter was. The script
vanished. It simply became a lost project, a mystery.

“Then
Maribeth – that’s the lady that runs the website.” Ruthanne
gestured at the computer. “She decided to create a little
symbolism, incorporating the title of this lost work – something
that Franck’s fans could share. Nobody’s ever heard of the movie,
unless they’ve heard of Franck, so it’s a little way that we can
identify each other, so to speak. Almost like a secret handshake.”
Ruthanne sipped her drink and grinned. “It works like this. You
find two keys. Any two will do – they can be yours or someone
else’s, it really doesn’t matter. You meditate on them – fill them
with your good wishes, your love for Franck – then you send them
with a self-addressed stamped envelope to the fan club. Franck
receives the energy and love from them – and infuses each with a
little of his own grateful energy. Maribeth paints
them green to complete the symbolism
of the movie title, and mails them back.”

Ruthanne picked up her
voluminous keychain from the coffee table, and looked at the shiny
green keys. “No one ever gets back the same keys that they sent in.
These keys meant something to somebody at one time, opened some
doors somewhere. But they weren’t my keys, so they don’t mean anything
to me – I have no personal association with them, so none of my
energy is in them. Now they only symbolize my devotion to Franck
O’Day.” She lightly caressed the pistachio colored metal. “I own
something that he actually touched, Carol! Something that’s imbued
with a little of his energy, a little of him. What better good luck charm is
there than that?”

Not for the first time in our association,
the thought crossed my mind that Ruthanne might be certifiable.
Sure, she was smart and hip, and sure, my philosophy was lacking on
many fronts, but it was obvious that my friend really believed all
this stuff she was telling me. She believed that long-forgotten
matinee idol Franck O’Day not only wasn’t dead – he’d actually
touched the green keys that she now gazed at fondly, thereby
filling him with his energy, thereby making them lucky.

On the other hand, I figured that Ruthanne
was no crazier than all of the autograph hounds in the world, and
all the sports memorabilia nuts, people who would spend a fortune
on a muddy jersey, just because they believed that their idol had
actually worn it during the big game. Some concept of luck, of
energy, of a little part of the person being infused into the
object, had to play into all that, didn’t it?

I asked Ruthanne, “Who is this Maribeth
person that runs the website? She’s his biggest fan, I’d
imagine?”

Ruthanne was simultaneously thrilled that I
was asking further questions and miffed that I could suggest that
anyone besides herself could be Franck O’Day’s biggest fan.

She said, “Maribeth McSwale O’Day is
Franck’s daughter.” When I looked at her in surprise – this was the
first mention of any other children besides Jessika Yerdlay’s own
perhaps-molested daughter – Ruthanne quickly clarified. “She’s his
stepdaughter, actually. When Franck married Bridget McSwale, she
already had a little girl, Maribeth, from a previous marriage. When
Bridget was murdered, Maribeth went back to live with her
biological father. But she never forgot Franck.

“This fan club has been
around for a long time. It used to be a regular snail-mail
newsletter thing, but she’s been online since 2006 or so. I think
she must be pretty technologically savvy for someone in her . . .”
Ruthanne did more calculations in her head. She knew how old his
daughter was, too. “. . . late fifties.”

Okay, that clinched it. Ruthanne was right.
Franck O’Day’s life story would indeed make a good book.

I’d do a little research, with ever-eager
Ruthanne as my assistant. I’d write about this Franck O’Day guy,
and Jessika Yerdlay and their soured love affair, and their movies,
and their tragedies and scandals. I’d do a little digging into his
stepdaughter and her strange requests for healing energy; not to
mention the fact that she was putting it out there on the
interwebs, that dear old step-dad wasn’t dead at all. I’d scare up
Jessika’s daughter, Dolores, and see what her take on the whole
thing was.

Yeah, this one would make for a good read,
what with the tragedies and scandals – but the crazy, New Age
healing energy requests from devoted fans, and those claims of
resurrection from the grave – that would put a fresh spin on the
whole thing.

Ruthanne could see the cogs and wheels
spinning in my head. She smiled. “Where should we begin?”

I held out my glass to her. “I’d like to
begin with another drink.” I rattled the ice. “If it’s not too much
trouble.”

“No trouble at
all.”

 


THREE

 Early
the next morning, I sat in the recliner in my room. It was my
favorite place to write. I stared alternately at the laptop on my
lap, its blank screen with blinking cursor – and the blank wall of
my bedroom. Nothing blinked there, nothing blinked in my head.
Nothing yearned to get out and onto the screen. I drummed my
fingers on the arm of the recliner (right off the Naugahyde cow)
and considered.

I decided that it might be
best to start with what I’d already heard about first, so I
entered two green keys in the Google search box.

The first item in the list
was the webpage that Ruthanne had shown me, TwoGreenKeys.com. There were no
other hits for the phrase. No Wikipedia entry – this indicated
that Franck’s obscure, aborted movie must’ve been fragmentary
indeed. No IMDb entry.

No Facebook page, either. Maribeth might be
technologically savvy for someone in her fifties, as Ruthanne had
suggested, but apparently she was not completely up to date. That
was okay with me, however – the idea of a Facebook page devoted to
some presumed-dead actor in his eighties and a movie that had never
been realized seemed just a little bit creepy to me. How many likes
would that attract?

So, I clicked on
TwoGreenKeys.com. The
opening page showed an autographed head shot from
High Times in Manhattan, next to two giant, antique metal keys, painted the same shade
of pistachio green as the little modern ones on Ruthanne’s
keychain. They looked like something that would open a medieval
dungeon: huge and ponderous. Something that would definitely ruin
your ignition.

I studied the picture of Franck O’Day, circa
1961. What was it about this guy, dead almost twenty years before
my friend was even born, that tickled her fancy so much? The
picture was in black and white; he was wearing a tuxedo. He had a
high forehead and black, wavy hair. Gray eyes surveyed the viewer
from beneath slightly manicured brows. His nose was non-descript,
not too big, not too small. He had a large mouth, a nice smile;
slightly uneven, slightly crooked teeth.

Overall, a pleasant enough
looking fellow, certainly more attractive than your average Joe of
the era, perhaps. But surely nothing to get all gushy about. As he
was in character as someone from the 1940s, the photo lent him a
little of the mystique of stars from that era. But still, I saw
nothing spectacular about him.

I had just duly noted these impressions on
the blank screen of my laptop, mostly just to make it not blank
anymore, when Ruthanne knocked politely at the door. I told her to
come in.

“I’m so happy to see you in
the writing chair!” She sat on the corner of my bed and looked
expectantly at me. “What have you got so far?”

I looked at the vague, one
paragraph description of Franck O’Day’s picture, and thought that
anybody else might be annoyed at my friend’s request for
results, already. I thought that anybody else might be annoyed at the
interruption. But not me. Ruthanne was right – it felt good to be
in the writing chair again; it felt good to have someone ask to
read something I’d written, even if it was only one paragraph. And
truth be told, this one was getting off to kind of a slow start, so
I was not only not annoyed, I was almost grateful for the
interruption.

I knew that I was a little
rusty. The last thing I’d written was a sword and sorcery epic,
sort of a Harry Potter meets The Lord of the Rings
kind of thing, with a lot of sex and betrayal
thrown in. Definitely not for kids. It ran to some four hundred
pages of My Lord’s and Your Grace’s and other Olde English claptrap. It was execrable, and that
was my own opinion of it. Nobody, not even my best friend Ruthanne,
had ever made it past the first three pages before suddenly
recalling pressing engagements elsewhere. It now served as the
necessary weight in the bottom drawer that kept my desk from
floating away into orbit.

I knew that the words for this one would
come eventually. I just didn’t have a clear picture of exactly how
this new story should go. Not yet. So I welcomed my friend’s
interruption. Wordlessly, I turned the laptop in Ruthanne’s
direction.

She smiled attentively and read the short
paragraph. Then she looked up at me, with a not-well-hidden,
slightly pained expression. She said simply, “May I?”

Surprised, I nodded, and
Ruthanne took the computer from me and set it on her knees. She
minimized the page and studied Franck’s picture. She tilted her
head at the familiar features, smiled fondly. Then she brought up
my one paragraph again and began to type. After a few moments she
said, “How about this?” The instead
hung in the air, unsaid. She handed the computer
back to me.

Ruthanne had been respectful enough not to
delete my short paragraph. Not knowing what to expect – Ruthie had
never expressed an interest in writing before – I read what she’d
typed below it.

 


Franck considers us smugly
in a publicity still from his acclaimed film, High Times in
Manhattan. Is there any icon more enduring, more alluring, that a
man in a tuxedo? He has the brow of an angel, crowned with glorious
wavy hair, as black as midnight. Our fingers itch and ache to run
gently through that hair. He has enormous eyes, as dark and as blue
and as depthless as an angry, stormy ocean. Poets sing about such
eyes. He has the cheekbones of a Greek god, a strong, perfect nose;
a manly chin. Franck’s subtle, knowing smile tells us that he has
peered into our soul – he has kenned our desire, something we are
powerless to conceal from him. He has an indescribable, incredible
mouth – we would do anything, give anything, for the opportunity to
taste that full bottom lip, just once, and Franck knows it. His
teeth, just ever so slightly, endearingly crooked, lend an
everyman, boy-next-door quality to his otherwise flawless face. The
autograph in the corner reads, “To my biggest fan – grateful thanks
for all your support – Your friend, Franck O’Day.”

 


I looked up from
Ruthanne’s glowing, lyrical description, nonplussed. I minimized
the window and looked at the picture again. I had to admit that she
was right: he did have enormous eyes. But all the rest of it – I
just wasn’t feeling it. Even if I pretended that this picture was
not fifty-some years old, even if I pretended that this man was
still alive and that he still looked like this – I felt no stirring
desire, like Ruthanne did. If I met him in a bar, I might talk to
him, but I certainly would not do
anything to kiss him.

I was suddenly reminded of the fact that
women like different types of men, and your best friends are the
ones that like a different type than you. Franck O’Day was so much
more than obviously Ruthanne’s type – but he didn’t do a thing for
me.

I could understand Ruthanne’s voluntary
susceptibility – in real life, she liked dark-haired, blue-eyed
white boys, and would look twice at anyone who met those three
conditions, even if he was as ugly as homemade sin. And movie stars
aren’t ugly – I understood how easy it was for Ruthanne to
surrender to the same qualities that caught her eye in real life,
how easy it was for her to immerse herself completely into
fantasies about dark-haired, blue-eyed movie stars – men who were
just a little bit more pluperfect than the ones that she actually
knew.

Far be it for me to say
that I’m immune to attractive actors that are my type – my type
being, unlike Ruthanne, ones that are still alive – but I can choose to
allow myself to be swept along by it or not. Ruthanne was like an
alcoholic – she knew full well what triggered her desire, and she
not only didn’t avoid these things, she reveled in them. She would
Google some star’s name, hit Images, and spend hours just sitting
there in the dark looking at pictures. She was addicted to looking
at pictures of movie stars as much, if not more, than some people
are addicted to looking at porn. And Ruthanne wouldn’t have
attempted to curb this addiction, even if such an attempt were
possible. There was nothing more fun to her than looking at and
dreaming about them.

I, on the other hand,
could handle any attraction I might feel, without sinking into the
kind of mire of mindless adoration in which Ruthanne indulged.
Sure, I might’ve felt a little tug when Ryan Gosling looked back at
me from the internet, but unlike Ruthanne, I could decide to go
with it or not. I could back out at any time; I could just say no
to impossible fantasies and immediately get back to reality. After
all, these things, these ideas, are not
real. They’re just dirty stories we tell
ourselves. We cannot possibly know what these men are like in real
life. We only know how we would like them
to be.

I looked up at my friend’s expectant face
again. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say to her. I
appreciated her appreciation – and Franck O’Day’s ability to
engender such affection from beyond the grave would no doubt be a
central theme to the book – but he was no Ryan Gosling, not by a
long stretch, and personally, I remained unaffected. I had to admit
that Ruthanne’s florid description, while no more valid, was
certainly more interesting than mine, however.

At last I said lamely, “You can’t tell that
he has blue eyes from this picture. It’s in black and white. And
aren’t stormy oceans gray instead of blue? And how could you read
the autograph? It’s too small.”

Ruthanne took the computer from me again.
Quite familiar with the website, in two clicks, she brought up a
full-screen blow-up of the same photograph. This one had been
colorized with a loving hand – Franck’s eyes were indeed a dark,
almost cobalt blue – and the autograph was clearly visible.

Still, I remained speechless, not knowing
what further comment to make about Ruthanne’s glowing description.
She quickly came to my rescue. “Perhaps you can use what I put as a
fan perspective.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise and relief.
“That’s a great idea!” I said.

Ruthanne was not at all taken in. She said,
“Too many more fan perspectives, and I’ll want my name on the cover
next to yours.” She rose to leave.

I said genuinely, “I don’t have any problem
with that, Ruthie. After all, this was your idea.”

“You’re the writer. I’m
just a fan.”

“Franck O’Day’s biggest
fan. Surely that deserves your name on the cover.”

Ruthie was tickled that I had recognized her
as Franck’s biggest fan. “I don’t know about all that, Carol. I was
just kidding.”

“I’ll dedicate the book to
you. How about that?”

“That’ll
be great,” she replied sincerely. “You just keep on writing, and
I’m going to make us some lunch. After that, we can
watch High Times in
Manhattan if you want.” She paused, then
added, “You know, for research.”

“Okay.” I figured it was
the least I could do.

 


FOUR

I turned my attention back
to TwoGreenKeys.com, and clicked on the link marked Biography. Biography, it said, not
simply Bio. I
shrugged. Whatever.

 


Francis Joseph O’Day was
born at home in Anderson Township, Ohio either April
29th or 30th
1933. Different sources state different days.
Franck always maintains that his mother told him that his birthday
is April 30th.

Franck’s father, Thomas, was killed at the
Battle of Normandy, June 6, 1944. The following year, Franck moved
with his mother, Louise, to Los Angeles, to live with her brother.
In 1946, she remarried. Her husband, Howard Smith, did not adopt
the then thirteen-year-old Francis, so he retained his father’s
last name.

After three films (click
here for synopses), Franck met Bridget
McSwale at the wrap party for High Times
in Manhattan, in 1961. They were married
not long after. Franck was overjoyed by the fact that
Bridget already had a six-year-old daughter. He
was quoted in Life, saying, “It’s like having the best, happiest family ever.
Instantaneously.”

This wonderful family life
was cut tragically short when Bridget was murdered in 1965. Against
her will, ten-year-old Maribeth was forced to return to live with
her biological father in Kansas. Happily,
when she reached her majority in 1976, Maribeth and Franck
reconnected. Currently, they live in Los Angeles, California, where
Franck is planning his comeback. Watch this space for further
news.

 


I frowned.
Happily reunited. Pfft. Planning his comeback.
Right. Nothing about Jessika Yerdlay, nothing
about their engagement, nothing about her accusations of
molestation. No mention of the identity of Bridget’s killer.
Nothing about the plane crash.

You’re not being entirely
forthcoming, Maribeth, I thought.
Time Magazine, not
hardly a bastion of sensationalism and yellow journalism, was more
forthcoming than you, and the article wasn’t even about Franck
O’Day.

I clicked the
rotating Back icon at the bottom of the page. Beneath Biography, I next clicked on the
link entitled Franck’s Career
Highlights. I skimmed over the gushing
description of RKO’s Sister Sam’s Lost Angels, from 1956 –
Sister Samantha and her charges must save orphanage from evil land
grabbers. ‘Nuff said.

I learned that this was
Franck’s very first movie role. Even
though he was twenty-three at the time, he was youthful-looking
enough to be cast in one walk-on scene, in the uncredited
role of prospective teenage adoptee. No
prints existed of the film, but there was a grainy shot of all the
child actors, with Franck there in the back, circled in red,
looking teenaged indeed.

I read on.

 


Mistakenly billed as
Franck’s first film appearance is 1960’s George and Benedict, directed by
controversial English director Robert Ecksmith. The film depicted
Benedict Arnold in a sympathetic light, as a heroic figure driven
to treason by the political machinations of George Washington and
other generals on his staff.

Variety called it “a dismally ill-timed apology for a universally
reviled traitor. While resplendent in period attire, newcomer Frank
O’day (sic) is
horribly miscast as the whiny, thrice wounded Arnold. Forgetting
the tiresome plot and predictable dialogue of Ecksmith’s sorry
re-write of American history, this reviewer instead imagined O’day
wooing damsels on the village green.”

The New York Times
said, “Franck O’Day’s performance was the only
star in the moonless darkness of Robert Ecksmith’s dreary attempt
at canonizing American traitor Benedict Arnold. Even while
hopelessly mired in the atrocious script, O’Day almost made me
believe that Arnold could actually have been a dapper
gentleman-soldier, wronged by jealous superiors. But not quite.
Even the luminous O’Day cannot save this morass of revisionist
history. But I see a bright future for O’Day - quick, someone get
this man in modern dress and pair him with Julie Christie or
Elizabeth Taylor or Jessika Yerdlay!”

Hollywood took
The Times’
advice and paired O’Day and Yerdlay the following
year in the now legendary High Times in
Manhattan. The New York Times reviewer,
anxious to remind readers that he had foretold Franck’s success,
wrote, “O’Day has totally left behind the cloud of his initial
misstep in last year’s forgotten costume drama. He again lights up
the screen, and this time he has the ever-effervescent Jessika
Yerdlay beside him. Their on-screen chemistry is impeccable. A
definite Oscar contender!”

As we all know,
however, West Side Story
won Best Picture
for 1961. The New York
Times dutifully congratulated the
directing team of Wise and Robbins, but in a separate bio article
on Franck, they said, “The Academy’s snub did not seem to affect
O’Day overly, however, because not long after the coveted
statuettes were awarded to others, he married Bridget McSwale, age
26. Bridget brings to the marriage her six-year-old daughter,
Maribeth.”

 


The thought struck me that Maribeth liked to
talk about herself almost as much as she liked to talk about
Franck. She had mentioned herself in his bio, and here she
mentioned herself again in a rundown of his career.

There was no mention of the
eponymous Two Green Keys
on this page, which surprised me. But, on the
other hand, it had been an aborted project.

I noticed that Jessika
Yerdlay’s name was linked. So I clicked on it. The page on which I
landed was entitled Jessika, Franck,
Bridget, and Roger – Betrayal and Heartbreak.

Now anyone who has spent
any amount of time on the internet can tell you that there is some
weird shit out there. Even if you aren’t actively seeking out
weirdness, even if you are simply minding
your own business on the internet – as
Ruthanne always referred to it – you’ll still run across the
unanticipated. And I don’t mean just porn
popping up where you least expect it. That does happen, of course –
I once got some filthy photos from a perfectly innocent search for
pictures of knights on horseback – jousting. I don’t recommend a Google
search. And of course there is the
occasional racist or sexist, epithet-filled, violence-espousing
rant, as well as
the-aliens-are-from-Sirius-and-they-are-visiting-us crew, the
Flat-Earthers, the government conspiracy buffs, and so
on.

One of my favorite
offerings from the off-the-wall weirdo set was a website put out by
a woman from Cincinnati, Ohio, whose overarching theory stated that
all the world’s ills could be traced back to the disparity in men’s
penis sizes, and their accompanying awareness of this disparity. I
remember raising an eyebrow at that, and thinking,
Go on.

She posited that it was obvious when
otherwise attractive men were under-endowed – these were the ones
that were always dating younger and younger women, because, as
these men age, they can no longer impress women their own age with
their meager equipment. I considered. This made a modicum of
sense.

She went on to theorize that all the men
with little penises were required by their knowledge of this fact
to hide it, and thereby, they became secretive and devious,
foisting their secrets and deviousness upon an unsuspecting world.
She attributed Napoleon Syndrome not to shortness in height, but to
shortness in other regions. Men that are amply endowed exude
confidence, she said, not so much from their knowledge that they
were big, but more from the knowledge that others were smaller. She
lost me a little bit there.

In conclusion, she said, our planet could
only advance toward inner peace and tranquility, we could only end
war and stuff, etc., if, at the age of majority, men were required
to go to an official measuring station, be measured, and then have
the result tattooed on their foreheads. She volunteered to found
such a station, as soon as she could obtain Federal funding.

These tattoos would allow under endowed men
to accept their handicap and work within their means. Women would
no longer have to be disappointed once they had reached the point
of no return in the first-time-with-a-new-guy arena. Little fellas
would no longer hate these women for being disappointed; they would
no longer hate themselves for being disappointing. They would adapt
to being accepted for what they were, and would thereby no longer
feel compelled to lie and deceive.

Eventually, they, and the
little-penis problem itself, would both die out anyway, because
women would no longer mistakenly pick them to reproduce with. New
generations of men would be born with appropriately large members,
and we could all live happily ever after. Right.

My point is, that after all the weird,
crazy, spiteful, and just plain disturbing things I’d seen and read
on the internet, I shouldn’t have been at all surprised by
Maribeth’s rambling, hate-filled character assassination of Jessika
Yerdlay.

But I have to admit that I was, anyway. In a
world filled with denunciations of racism and sexism, it a world
where you had best check your facts before posting anything even
slightly unkind about anyone, in a world of libel suits and
mega-million dollar awards in favor of the libeled, her rant was
like a throwback to another age. Neither Dorothy Parker’s Constant
Reader nor Louella Parsons or Hedda Hopper in their heyday had
anything on Maribeth McSwale O’Day’s vituperation.

 


Jessika, Franck, Bridget, and Roger –
Betrayal and Heartbreak

Jessica Yerdlay was an
ambitious, mediocre, little known actress active during the 1950s
and 1960s. She is probably best known for her portrayal of the
flighty and self-absorbed Dora in High
Times in Manhattan, a performance which
could have served as an autobiographical portrayal. Yet even in a
role so suited to her real personality, Yerdlay was lacking.
Critics universally agreed that she was carried by Franck O’Day in
the film.

 


I noticed that Maribeth
failed to quote any of these critics, however.

 


Scenes in which they appear together are
memorable because of his presence; scenes in which she appears
alone – not so much. Scenes in which he appears alone are all the
more luminous because of the absence of her scenery-chewing and
over the top histrionics.

Franck has said that Yerdlay’s overwhelming
affection for him was apparent from their first read-through of the
script. And while he admits that he did dally with her during
filming – “All that adoration was impossible to ignore,” he said –
it was most assuredly a one-sided love affair.

Franck met the true love of
his life at the wrap party for Manhattan. As fate would have it,
Bridget McSwale arrived on the arm of accountant Roger Yerdlay,
Jessika’s brother. His clients included many of Hollywood’s best
and brightest of the era, including his sister and Franck
himself.

Bridget was originally from Kansas. She had
fled a failed marriage, moving to Los Angeles in search of a better
life for her and her little girl. She met Roger Yerdlay when she
answered a want ad that he had placed for a secretary. Roger hired
her the moment she walked in the office, because he’d fallen in
love with her on sight. Falling in love with those who can mostly
take or leave you was an unfortunate, unwise trait that Roger
shared with his older sister. This selfish, delusional habit of
theirs would lead to dire consequences for all parties
involved.

Roger had been meekly and
unsuccessfully pitching his woo to Bridget for about six months.
Franck had been seeing the ever-eager and always accommodating
Jessika whenever he could pencil her in around his busy schedule.
They had appeared regularly in all the gossip columns throughout
the filming of Manhattan, and because the movie-going, newspaper-buying public likes
to think that the movie stars that fall in love on the screen are
also in love in real life, the studio played up the apparent
romance. And Jessika went along with the fiction.

In reality, she was nothing
more to Franck than a compliant companion for that long
4th of
July weekend on the yacht at Catalina, an adequate hostess for
Hollywood-insider parties at his house in Malibu, a warm body to
thaw him after skiing in Aspen.

The worlds of these four
people would collide at the wrap party for High Times in Manhattan on New Year’s
Eve, 1961.

 


OMG, I thought. Maribeth could certainly spin a yarn. Her prose was
almost as purple as Ruthanne’s. I read on.

 


In a case of life imitating art, Franck was
smitten at a party on New Year’s Eve, as was the character he
played in the legendary film. But unfortunately for Jessika,
unfortunately for all of them, it was not she with whom he fell in
love, but the tiny vision that appeared at the party on the arm of
a lowly accountant. Bridget would later say that she felt
self-conscious at the event, adorned as she was in a somewhat
ill-fitting frock, one of Jessika’s cast-offs, condescendingly lent
to her brother’s secretary for the occasion.

Franck would later say that he remembered
nothing about the party other than Bridget: how they danced and
chatted, their chaste kiss at midnight. He didn’t notice when
Jessika left in a huff, early – about the same time the ball
dropped in Times Square. He didn’t notice Roger Yerdlay sitting all
alone in a dark corner of the room, getting morosely drunk,
seemingly resigned to his loss to the better man.

Bridget and Franck were married in June 1962
at his house in Malibu. The clothes for the wedding party,
including the adorable gown worn by Maribeth, who acted as flower
girl, were designed by Paco Rabanne. An idyllic, month-long
honeymoon in Acapulco followed.

Bridget and Maribeth soon
settled in at Franck’s palatial Malibu home. The three of them were
ridiculously happy, the perfect little family, just as Franck had
predicted in Life.

Jessika Yerdlay, in an
uncharacteristic display of professionalism, did not berate Franck
in the press about what she privately considered a monumental
jilting. She was quoted in Variety,
saying, “I congratulate Franck on his choice of a
gallant bride, and wish them all the happiness in the
world.”

Franck would later say confidentially,
however, that the first thing that Jessika did upon his return from
his honeymoon was attempt to seduce him, the first moment that they
were alone together. He was forced to remind her that he was in
love with another, married to another. Their previous congress had
run its course and was now over. There was no reason that they
couldn’t remain friends, however. Contractual obligations would
force them to make more movies together, so why not make the most
of it?

 


Previous congress?
Does anyone still talk like that? Did
anyone ever talk
like that? I tried to picture a little old lady, sitting in front
of her computer, writing this garbage. I failed. I read
on.

 


Jessika seemed to accept this friendship
arrangement. She remained close to Franck, his new wife, his new
daughter. Her own daughter, Dolores, became a beloved playmate of
Maribeth’s, even though there was almost a five year difference in
age between them.

No one interviewed Roger Yerdlay about his
thoughts on the loss of his beloved secretary to one of Hollywood’s
premiere leading men. But it seemed that he, too, had accepted
Fate’s decree, because he, too, remained close to Franck and his
family. He continued to make brilliant investments on Franck’s
behalf, as well as on behalf of many other Hollywood movers and
shakers, making them millions.

In January of 1965,
principal shooting began on Two Green
Keys, a film billed as “the reunion of
Franck O’Day and Jessika Yerdlay.” Little
is known about the film. Production stopped when tragedy overtook
Franck’s wonderful little family on Thursday, July
15th, 1965.

As was later reported
in The Los Angeles Times,
Jessika Yerdlay’s housekeeper, Cecilia Hernandes,
became concerned when Bridget failed to pick up Maribeth from
Jessika’s house at noon. The little girl and Jessika’s daughter
Dolores were scheduled to appear in a ballet recital later in the
afternoon, and after several calls to the O’Day home went
unanswered, Mrs. Hernandes called the studio.

Franck rushed home immediately. He found his
front door standing open, and horror inside. Roger Yerdlay’s body
sat at the foot of the grand staircase, drenched in blood, his face
unrecognizable as a result of a self-inflicted gunshot wound.

Bridget was sprawled face down on the dining
room floor, a gunshot wound to her back. Based upon her attire, she
had apparently been preparing to leave to pick up the girls for
their recital when the murderer struck.

Roger’s Corvette was parked
in the driveway, and a suicide note was discovered on the
dashboard. It was addressed to his sister. The contents of the note
were not released to the public at the time. TwoGreenKeys.com has obtained a copy
of the note, however, and we now publish it here:

“I have been living a lie.
Day in and day out, I smile and nod and pretend that my life has
meaning, all the while having to watch that smug bastard laughing
and cavorting with the woman I love. The only woman I’ve ever
loved, could ever love. I lie awake at night, thinking about what
he must be doing to her, and all the pills and booze in the world
won’t get those images out of my head, won’t allow me a night’s
rest.

“But no more. Today, I’m
going to declare myself to Bridget, something I should’ve done
before she ever met that arrogant son-of-a-bitch. I’ve been a
coward, but no more. Today I’ll make my love known to Bridget,
convince her to run away with me. Why should she stay with him?
What has he got that I haven’t got? Certainly not money. I’ll treat
her like the queen she is – she’ll want for nothing with me. I’ll
make her forget about that two-bit actor before we’re out of the
driveway.

“But if Bridget refuses to
run away with me, then I’m going to kill myself. Life is not worth
living without her by my side, and the idea of that bastard
laughing at me, laughing at my love for her, is more than I can
bear.

“But I’ll not be the only
one going to meet my maker today. If Bridget won’t accept me, then
I’m honor bound to make her a widow. He said we were friends. What
kind of a friend breaks my sister’s heart and steals the woman I
love?

“If Bridget refuses me, if
she chooses him over everything I have to offer her, then neither I
nor Franck O’Day will live to see another sunrise.

“If you’re reading this,
Jessika, please know that I’m sorry. I know that your love for that
two-faced son-of-a-bitch never waned, even after he betrayed you
utterly. But unlike you, I can neither forgive nor forget. I’m
sorry that I took him from you, but he was never really yours
anyway, and after what he did to you and me, I cannot let him live.
And after I kill him, I can’t live, either.

“Forgive me, Jessika, and
never forget how much I loved you.”

 


I paused and squinted at the screen,
allowing the import of Roger Yerdlay’s suicide note to wash over
me. Apparently the killing-Franck thing hadn’t materialized. Maybe
it had been Bridget that had laughed at him, and he shot her
instead.

My next thought was to wonder if the note
was even genuine. Where would Franck’s step-daughter get a copy of
such a thing? I considered that perhaps it was fabricated, perhaps
as another jab at Jessika and her tainted love. Perhaps Maribeth
had made it all up as a way to spice up her webpage. I shook my
head and continued reading.

 


After the tragedy, Franck
was in despair. He immediately sold the house in Malibu. The
memories of his happy life there, now gone forever, were too much
for him. He took a Spanish cottage at the Chateau Marmont for himself and
Maribeth, and tried to figure out what he was going to do with the
rest of his life.

In the winter of 1965, Peter McSwale,
Maribeth’s biological father, arrived in Hollywood. He suggested to
Franck that he should be granted custody of his daughter, even
though he had signed over all parental rights long ago. Franck
resisted – Maribeth was all he had to remember Bridget by. He loved
the little girl, and knew that her mother would have wanted him to
raise her. He knew that he could give her more in life than some
country lawyer from Kansas ever could.

Besides, Maribeth didn’t want to go. Franck
was the only father that she could remember, and she loved him with
all her heart. Even though Maribeth was his spitting image, Peter
McSwale was a stranger to her.

Still, McSwale insisted. He said that
Maribeth would do better in wholesome Kansas – what kind of a life
could a little girl have, living in a Hollywood hotel?

In early 1966, Jessika Yerdlay came to the
rescue, or at least that’s what everyone thought. She offered rooms
in her own palatial Beverly Hills estate to Franck and Maribeth,
until they could purchase another home of their own, of course.
He’d been mulling over the idea of immigrating to England, where
his friend Robert Ecksmith had also offered to open up his hearth
and home to the bereaved widower.

This relocation had only not occurred
because Peter McSwale had filed court papers blocking Franck from
taking Maribeth out of the country until the question of custody
could be decided.

 


Jesus, I thought, this whole story is
getting downright byzantine. Spurned
lovers, fairytale romances cut tragically short by murder-suicides,
appearances of Kansas lawyers bent on waging custody battles with
Hollywood leading men? Curiouser and curiouser. I reminded myself
to again thank Ruthanne for turning me on to this convoluted tale.
It would indeed make a great book, if I could just get all the
chronologies straight, separate the facts from the opinions of one
hate-filled little old lady. If I could just decide on the right
angle. I foresaw long hours of research yet to come.

 


So, Franck took Jessika up
on her generous offer. He and the little girl he called daughter
moved into the grand Beverly Hills home. No more
Chateau Marmont, so
there could be no more shadowy accusations that Franck was not
raising Maribeth in the best possible atmosphere.

One can only imagine the grin that must have
spread across the Kansas lawyer’s face when he read the news in the
papers. Because he had thought of an angle that had apparently not
occurred to Franck. In his concern over Maribeth’s well-being,
Franck had seen nothing but good things in their move to Jessika’s
estate. The place was huge, luxurious, safe. The idea that this
move would be construed simply as his shacking up with Jessika had
not crossed his mind.

Perhaps Jessika was in collusion with Peter
McSwale all along to get rid of Maribeth, the bothersome little
girl who was a constant reminder to Franck of the woman that he’d
loved, the woman that he’d lost, the woman that had been so
brutally taken from him by Jessika’s own flesh and blood. How could
she ever make Franck fall in love with her, if he was constantly
reminded of what he’d lost?

 


Again I was struck by Maribeth’s malice.
This loathing of Jessika sounded like the ramblings of a betrayed
little girl, a little girl who was now an old woman that had never
managed to build a bridge and get over it.

But to be fair, I thought, maybe Jessika had
nothing to do with Peter’s wish to reclaim his child. Maybe ol’
Pete had truly believed that he’d be putting the best interests of
his little girl first, by removing her from this den of Hollywood
iniquity.

I considered Franck’s role in all of it.
Maybe he wasn’t so reluctant to give Maribeth up after all. He was
a young, single, attractive, up-and-comer. His last picture had
almost been an Oscar contender. Maybe a little girl that wasn’t
even his own would be nothing but a burden to him in the future.
Perhaps such an albatross around his neck could prove a hindrance
to his career? Maybe Franck was not so innocent after all.

But surely, Maribeth
couldn’t blame Franck, her beloved step-father, the only father she could remember. Franck was above reproach in her eyes, a guiltless,
well-meaning dupe – nothing but a pawn in Jessika’s evil, grasping,
possessive game. I shrugged. All that would require quite a bit of
sorting out.

 


The die was cast from the
moment Franck and Maribeth moved into Jessika’s home. Peter McSwale
bided his time. He waited until pictures from a few of Franck and
Jessika’s parties hit the papers. He must’ve smiled in glee at the
photo that appeared in Life
in August of 1966. It showed a tired and bored
eleven-year-old Maribeth, in her party dress, her chin on her hand,
sitting alone at a table filled with half empty champagne glasses.
The caption read, “The glamorous life continues for Franck O’Day’s
daughter, barely a year after her mother’s murder.”

Not long after, Peter McSwale struck. The
powerful studio that employed Franck and Jessika kept the
allegations out of the paper: the sinful Hollywood lifestyle that
they were subjecting his daughter to could result in nothing but
her harm, and Peter McSwale was demanding she be removed from the
home immediately. But the studio could not influence the court’s
decision. A Los Angeles Superior Court judge awarded custody of
Maribeth McSwale O’Day to her biological father, and reinstatement
of the name she had been given at birth. She would thenceforth be
again known as Maribeth McSwale. She was back in Kansas in time for
Thanksgiving.

 


I thought about how sad and mystifying and
scary it must’ve been for little Maribeth, to be torn from her
home, to be torn from Franck, to be taken halfway across the
country to a strange place by a stranger. And all barely a year
after her mother’s gruesome death.

But still, I couldn’t see that Franck had
put up too much of a fight for her. If the studio was powerful
enough to keep the public proceedings out of the papers, why hadn’t
they been powerful enough to quash a custody bid from some
Midwestern rube? Why hadn’t their expensive, high-powered lawyers
been able to beat some country barrister from Kansas?

I shrugged and read on. Now Maribeth veered
back from her lengthy digression about her own sad life, and began
Jessika’s character assassination in earnest.

 


Jessika now had Franck exactly where she
wanted him. He was a broken man – he’d lost his wife and then his
child in devastatingly quick succession. He had nothing left.
Jessika was there to comfort him, to give him strength. Franck was
grateful for her friendship, for her company. But Jessika wanted
more. Once she had him completely under her spell, she abandoned
all pretense of simple friendship, and lured a lonely and lost man
back to her bed.

This resuming of their past relations threw
another facet of his life into sharp relief for Franck, however. He
realized that he couldn’t just remain a sad hermit, locking himself
up in Jessika’s bedroom forever. Franck realized that he needed to
get on with his life, to overcome the tragic cards that Fate had
dealt him. He had to get back to work.

In January of 1967,
shooting resumed on Two Green Keys.
Earlier footage from 1965 was deemed unusable and
was destroyed. That footage, showing a joyful, thirty-two-year-old
Franck, blissfully happy in his family life, could not be made to
mesh with the footage of an irretrievably sadder, more solemn,
thirty-four-year-old Franck.

On Valentine’s Day 1967, Jessika Yerdlay
gleefully and exuberantly announced their engagement
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