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Chapter One





Things werent going so well for the country that winterthe stock market was slumping and gas prices were rising and our soldiers were still at warbut they were going very well for Britney Spears, who was pregnant with her first child. She described the experience as freaking awesome during the two hours we spent together at her recently purchased nine-thousand-square-foot Malibu beach getaway, and she confided that sex with her husband, despite her swollen belly, was crazy good.


No, the Britster and I werent girlfriends sitting around having an afternoon gabfest, although there were moments when it felt like that. I was a thirty-year-old reporter for Famous, an entertainment magazine in Holly-wood, and my beat was interviewing celebrities. Britney was an assignment for a cover story. Shes generally viewed as a product rather than a talent, but she had a sweetness about her, I found, a giggly openness, and I enjoyed my time with her.


I enjoyed my time with all of them. I loved the feeling of gaining access to their private realms, loved trying to figure out for myself what it was that made them special. Id been fascinated with famous people since I was a kid in Middletown, Missouri, a tiny place in the general vicinity of Kansas City. They were royalty to methe beautiful ones with the beautiful clothes and the beautiful houses and the beautiful companionsand they were my escape from what was a dull and dispiriting childhood. I dreamed nonstop of fleeing Middletown and landing a job in L.A., and Id made the dream come true. Id really done it. So you could say that things were going very well for me too.


Well, you wouldnt say it if youre one of those snobs who thinks its only news if its on PBS or NPR. In fact, youre probably rolling your eyes right now as you picture Britney telling me about her morning sickness, her fluctuating hormones, and her cravings for pickles and ice cream, but I considered myself the luckiest woman on earth to be doing what I was doing. I could have been stuck in Middletown, where people get their kicks experimenting with different brands of snowblowers, eating casseroles made with cream of mushroom soup, and needlepointing pillows with bumper-sticker-type sayings on them, and where the biggest celebrity for a while was the guy who was cleaning his rifle and accidentally shot himself in the balls. I was bored out of my skull there, logy with the sameness of it all, convinced that if I stayed I would end up like my father, who died a slow and agonizing death, or like my mother, aunt, and grandmother, a trio of phobics who were too afraid of life to take risks and live it.


By contrast, I felt healthy in L.A., empowered, energized by the constant whirl of activity and by the people I met, most of whom were colorful and creative and the opposite of dull. I mean, I was attending movie premieres, film festivals, and Oscar parties, mingling with Clint Eastwood and marveling at the merry band of women who bear his children, waving at Penlope Cruz and admiring her ongoing battle with English, exchanging friendly glances with Meg Ryan and wondering why she looks so much like Michelle Pfeiffer now. It all seemed so glamorous to me, so Technicolor, especially in comparison with the grayness Id left behind. Rubbing shoulders with exceptional people made me feel exceptional by osmosis.


Yes, the city was my oyster or, to be more L.A.-ish about it, my sushi. I had Leonardo DiCaprios cell phone number, for Gods sake. (Okay, his publicists cell phone number.) It doesnt get much better than that, does it?


Not for me. Not then. When you grow up yearning to be in the orbit of movie stars and then actually hang out with them, albeit in the service of helping them promote their latest project, itswellfreaking awesome.


And as far as I was concerned, there was nothing cheesy or demeaning about my career. I mean, I wasnt one of those tabloid creeps who picks through peoples garbage. My methods werent exploitative or intrusive. I had scruples. I didnt resort to underhanded tactics to score an interview. I didnt have to. I was a hard worker and a good reporter. The new and notoriously temperamental editor of Famous, fifty-year-old Harvey Krass, had been expected to clean house and bring in his own writers when hed taken charge the previous month, and though he did fire some of the staff, hed kept me on. I assumed it was because of my straightforward approach to the job, my integrity. He hadnt said as muchhe wasnt big on complimentsbut the fact that hed asked me to stay at the magazine spoke volumes.


So, yes, things were going very well for me. I was living my dream, as I said.


And then, suddenly, a jolt.


Not an earthquake, although there was a cluster of tremors that winter. No, this was a much more internal, life-altering shift. A radical change in direction that sent me into an entirely new phase of my life. I went from Gutsy Girl to Gutless Wonder and back again, and what I learned from my journey was this: Its possible to be chasing the wrong dream and not know it.





GOOD MORNING, I trilled to Harvey on Monday at nine twenty-five. His assistant had summoned me to his office for a nine-thirty meeting, but I was always early for things, unlike everybody else in L.A., where traffic is an extremely reliable excuse for being late for things or for missing them altogether. Id been raised to believe it was rude to be late, and I certainly wasnt about to be rude to my new boss.


It isnt good at all! he shouted, brandishing a rolled-up copy of what appeared to be In Touch Weekly. This rag and its evil twins are eating into our sales and its gotta stop! Right here! Right now!


As his temper flared, his short, stubby arms shot in the air, nearly knocking over the statue of the Buddha that was resting serenely on a table, courtesy of his feng shui master. He had an unfortunate habit of waving his arms around when he was irritated, which was most of the time. Hed bang into objects and send them crashing to the ground without so much as a backward glance and go right on ranting. Yes, I loved L.A., but borderline-personality disorder was rampant, even among those on a spiritual path.


As I sat in one of his visitors chairs, he began to pace in front of the window. His office had a spectacular view of the Hollywood sign on a clear day, but he was too wound up to appreciate it. How can I help? I said, because I wanted to be indispensable to him.


You can interview Malcolm Goddard.


I laughed. Malcolm Goddard doesnt do interviews. He hates the media.


They all hate the media until their careers are in the toilet! he yelled. Then they cant wait to talk to us!


A perpetually red-faced man with a pear-shaped body, a silly little ponytail, and the waddle of a duck, he was one of those Neanderthals who didnt get that its not okay to scream at ones employees at the drop of a hat. He was also a heart attack waiting to happen, and there were many at Famous for whom it couldnt happen soon enough. But hed been brought in by our parent company last month precisely because of his hard-driving style. Circulation at Food, our sister publication, had skyrocketed when he was editor in chief there, even as blood pressures did too.


Right, but hes hot now and he wont talk to anybody, I said. The approach Id adopted with Harvey was to remain focused and professional no matter what his decibel level. He wouldnt cooperate for Peoples Sexiest Man Alive cover, for example.


I envision Famous as much hipper than People, he said with disdain. We wont do stories about miracle quintuplets.


Even if Charlize Theron gives birth to them? I suggested. Now that I think of it, why dont I interview her?


Harvey wheeled around to face me, his cheeks florid with fury, his ears flaming. Because shes not the big get anymore. Malcolm Goddard is!


Chelsea Clinton is a big get, I said. Malcolm Goddard is a get-me-not.


No, the Olsen twins are a get-me-not. Ive told you my motto: If theyre overexposed or over-the-hill, the only way theyll make it into Famous is if they croak. I want Goddard.


He wont do it, I repeated. I wasnt trying to be negative, just realistic. I had nothing against Malcolm GoddardI really did try to see the best in celebrities, even the ones who were reputed to be insufferable bulliesbut hed made it clear that he had no use for publications like ours. Did you read that interview he gave Vanity Fair last year? He said it was his last. He sounded like an artiste with a sense of entitlement to match. He told the magazinewait, let me quote his exact wordsReporters are parasites who only want to feed off my vessel.



What do you expect? sniffed Harvey. Hes one of those Method assholes. Their vessel. Their instrument. Their whatever. The role took me places I never thought I could go. They all spout that crap.


But he seems to have a genuine distaste for the media, so who needs him?


We do! Out went the flailing arms, just missing the hunk of crystal hed been given by a shaman in Santa Fe. Hes the it guy now and millions of women are in love with him and I dont want to see his face in Us Weekly or In Touch Weekly or Up My Ass Weekly! Hes ours and youre gonna make him ours, do you hear me?


The shaman in Santa Fe could probably hear him. I sat very still for a couple of seconds, my eardrums throbbing, waiting to see if hed cool down again. Or fall to the floor and die.


Look, Ann, he said. Youve been working here forwhat?three years?


Five.


I had arrived in Los Angeles shortly after getting my degree in journalism from Mizzou. Why journalism? I had a penchant for asking questions and digging for answersa busybody nature, my mother called itand Id always gotten As in English classes. Why celebrity journalism when a byline at the New York Times was so much more respectable? As Ive said, I had an attraction to all things Hollywood, needed to place myself in the midst of that glitter. I could have taken my J-school degree and gone the Maureen Dowd route, ferreting out the truth and then penning withering Op-Ed pieces about wars and presidents and matters of real importance, but I was more interested in movie stars and TV stars and matters of no real importance. I actually cared when celebrity couples like Jennifer Aniston and Brad Pitt broke up. I wanted to know why they broke up and who said what when they broke up and did anyone threaten suicide while they were breaking up, not to mention whether a third party was involved. I know it makes me seem like a complete fluff ball to admit this, but I wanted to know who celebrities were underneath their designer clothes and nine-trillion-dollar haircuts and surgically altered faces, wanted to understand their specialness. Blame it on Don Johnson. He was born and raised in a small town in Missouri, just like I was. I was still a kid when he became a star on Miami Vice, and I guess it started me wondering why some people rise to the top and others dont. Yes, I could have taken my degree and covered wars and presidents and matters of real importance, but my need to know about George Clooney trumped my need to know about George Bush. So I headed for L.A., spotted an ad for an entry-level position at Famous, grabbed it, and scaled the ladder.


Yeah, well, entertainment journalism has changed in those five years, said Harvey in almost an avuncular tone, as if he were suddenly my teacher as opposed to my tormentor. The competition is uglier. Print. Television. The Internet. Celebrities are all over the place, so who cares about most of them? Its about the big get nowthe person we fight over, the one who isnt accessible.


I understand. Malcolm Goddards a big get, I said, conceding the point. But, practically speaking, how am I supposed to


You just do it! he bellowed, switching back to Bad Harvey, arms in the air. I dont care if hes a pretentious little prick! I dont care if he thinks were parasites! I dont care if he never does another interview in his spoiled-brat life after he does this one, but hes gonna do this one and youre gonna make it happen! He paused to examine his hand. He had just singed it on the flame of the soy candle hed been given by a Tibetan monk. Youre a good writer, Ann, he continued more softly, as if reminding himself to be Zen-ish, not churlish. There was a reason I kept you on here: You know how to string sentences together and you know the right questions to ask. Its your killer instinct Im not sure about.


What do you mean? I said, stung by the comment. Was he referring to the fact that I didnt embellish the truth the way some of my colleagues did? That I didnt turn in stories that were based strictly on rumor and gossip? That I didnt scheme and stalk my way into a subjects life? That I was raised to believe that if you were honest and trustworthy and worked hard, you were rewarded? My previous editor had never complained about my lack of a killer instinct. Okay, so Id lost the Jane Fonda interview to People when her book came out, and Russell Crowe had decided to unburden himself to Esquire after his telephone-throwing incident. It wasnt as if I hadnt tried.


Just what I said: Youre not a killer. Harvey shook his head at me. The business has changed and you havent changed along with it. Its not enough to be nice to people. You need to toughen up, elbow everybody aside, show your edge, prove youre willing to do whatever it takes for a story. He sat down behind his big, stupid desk, a slab of antique mahogany that had been tested for termites by a holistic exterminator who hummed bugs away instead of spraying them with good old pesticides. And right now, that story is Malcolm Goddard.


What was this? After five productive, thoroughly fun-filled years at Famous, I needed to prove myself? Prove, as in: change my style or else? Was he issuing me an ultimatum? Was my job suddenly in jeopardy? Did my career, my very identity, hinge on my ability to coax an interview out of Malcolm Goddard, who was not only media shy but downright hostile to reporters? It didnt seem fair, but I wasnt about to argue. I would put on my can-do face and continue to do things the way Id always done them, and everything would turn out just fine. Okay, sure, Harvey. Ill try to get him, I said with a big smile.


Nope. Not try. He shook his head again. There are plenty of wannabes ready and waiting to try. Take a walk down to human resources and check out all their rsums. He leaned forward so he could regard me with his third eye. You see what Im saying, dont you, Ann?


Now I did see what he was saying: Get the big get or get the hell out.


I felt an unfamiliar chill ripple down my spine, and my shoulders did this odd little shimmy. He was putting me on notice and I hadnt expected it and I wished I could go back to sleep, wake up again, and start the day over. But then I reminded myself that I had a track record. I had experience. I had credibility. I had nothing to fear.


Ann Roth is on the case, I said jauntily as I rose from my chair. One interview with Malcolm Goddard coming right up.










Chapter Two





Im totally buying this sweater, said my best friend, Tuscany Davis, referring to a DKNY turtleneck that was not only her favorite shade of purple but had been marked down to half its original price. It was the day after my meeting with Harvey, and she had decided I needed retail therapy instead of lunch. At noon on the dot, we were in the giant bull pen of a dressing room at Loehmanns, where women of all sizes and zero modesty were trying on bargain merchandise, some of which was stained with lipstick.


Go for the sweater, I said distractedly. I was staring at the woman next to us. The pants she had on were so tight they reminded me of sausage casing. They were also extremely low-rise, hitting her well below her navel and pushing her stomach up and out, the effect of which was that she looked about six months pregnant, just like Britney. Oh, and she was probably in her seventies. In L.A., theres no such thing as age-appropriate fashion.


Arent you getting anything? asked Tuscany when she saw me standing there empty-handed.



Im getting Malcolm Goddard. I sighed. Or Im supposed to be getting him. I really cant concentrate on anything else. Sorry.


She put her right arm around my shoulder. Her sculpted, toned, buffed right arm. Tuscany, who was in the graphic-design department at Famous, spent many hours at the gym every week in a never-ending quest for the perfect body, which, in L.A., means a size 2. Shed grown up in Los Angeles and embraced the its-all-about-how-you-look culture. How she wanted to look was as thin as a piece of dental floss. She wasnt a beautyher nose was a little too broad and her brownish-red hair was kinky and cut so severely it resembled a clipped hedgebut she was rarely without a date.


She attributed her popularity to the fact that she was willing to sleep with just about anybody except actors (she and I both had a rule about them, actors being on the self-absorbed side and, therefore, lousy relationship material). She slept with the guy at the car wash, the guy at the coffee place, the guy at the farmers market, whatever. People say its hard to meet men in L.A. because of all the gorgeous babes who spoil things for the rest of us, but Tuscany met men left and right. Adorned with a pink rose tattoo on each ankle, she was a free spirit who wasnt raised with the strict Midwestern values that had been drilled into me.


I was often guilty of lecturing her about her promiscuity, but who was I to judge her? While I was holding out for Prince Charming, she was the one having a good time. I hadnt had a boyfriend since Id been dumped by Skip Atwater, who was Denzel Washingtons massage therapist. He said he loved me (Skip, not Denzel) and wanted us to move in together, and after we found a place we both liked, he broke up with me. I vowed never again to date a man who gave massages for a living. Since I already had a No-Actors rule in effect and since just about everybody else in L.A. gives massages for a living, Id been spending most Saturday nights alone.


So in a way I envied Tuscany her free-spiritedness and laughed to myself as I remembered the day shed shown up at Famous four years earlier. Shed introduced herself by saying, In case youre wondering about the name, my parents conceived me thirty-two years ago while they were on vacation in Tuscany. Dont you think Travel & Leisure should do an article about that?


About what? Id said.


About children who are named after the place where their parents did it. Its a trend. A woman in my Pilates class is named Kenya and a woman in my spinning class is named Mauritius, and all I can think about when I see them is that their parents had condomless sex under mosquito netting.


As it turned out, her parents never did stop traveling after her mother gave birth to her. Flush with the stock options her father had cashed in, they dumped Tuscany on her biker-chick aunts doorstep in Topanga Canyon, then roamed the world, sending postcards and e-mails and enjoying a life of irresponsibility. Tuscany essentially raised herself. Maybe her obsession with physical love was really just a need for emotional love and she couldnt tell the difference. Or maybe she was, in her own words, just a natural-born slut. Either way, I couldnt help wishing shed take her relationships more slowly instead of hopping from man to man, never settling down. But, as I said, I wasnt one to be giving anybody advice in the romance department.


My own background was stricter but just as messed up. I grew up with a father whose drawn-out battle with lung cancer reduced him to a wraithlike, barely-there, ghostly presence and reduced me to a person who equated sickness and death with helplessness, weakness, a lack of control. After Dad died when I was ten, my aunt Toni got divorced and moved in. Since my mother and I already had the long-widowed Grandma Raysa living with us, we were now four females sharing one house. It was an unorthodox arrangement and not always pretty. My grandmother had a powerful fear of germs and went around disinfecting everything. Aunt Toni was petrified of enclosed spaces; she flat-out refused to take a shower in a stall instead of one with a curtain, for example. My mother became the most phobic of all, turning her grief over my fathers death into a dread of heights, dogs, and dentists, and she would only ride on escalators if they were going up. At age twelve I developed a problem with peanut butter (I imagined it would stick to the roof of my mouth and make me choke) and clowns (they just scared the shit out of me), and I knew Id better get out of there as soon as I was old enough or else I might really succumb to the family curse. Fleeing to L.A. and working for Famous had been my salvation as well as my dream.


So you talked to Goddards publicist? said Tuscany as we walked out of the store and into the underground parking lot. It was unseasonably warm for L.A. in Januaryin the eighties. We were both wearing summery high-heeled sandals and they made clickety-clack sounds on the pavement.


Ive called Peggy Merchant, the berflak, three times in the last twenty-four hours, and she still hasnt called me back, I said.


Maybe shes still mad at you for skipping that Winona Ryder thing last year.


Peggys not the easiest person to deal with, but I dont think she holds grudges. She had organized a handful of entertainment reporters to visit the Palm Springs set of the movie that Winona, a client of hers, was shooting. My editor had left it up to me to decide if I wanted to go and Id passed. The plane Peggy had chartered was one of those dinky, single-engine prop planes and I didnt do prop planes. No sir. They were synonymous with death as far as I was concerned. Too terrifying to contemplate. Yes, Id pretty much escaped the family curse except for a paralyzing fear of flying. I got the shakes even making the reservation for a flight, let alone taking one, and if I absolutely had to fly for business, I took jetsand consumed many, many Bloody Marys.


Then maybe shes just busy, said Tuscany.



No, shes ducking me, I said. I left a message saying I wanted to sit down with Goddard as soon as possible. No call back is her way of telling me no interview.


Isnt it possible that shes taking the time to try to convince him to do it? said Tuscany. Famous isnt exactly the Star. He could do worse.


Are you kidding? To him, were the same as a tabloid. We might as well be covering aliens and Elvis sightings.


Why does he hate the media so much? she asked.


He thinks were out to exploit his vessel.


Her eyes widened. Is it that big?


Tuscany was obsessed with the size of mens penises. As I told you, she was earthy. I meant the vessel for his acting, I said. He believes that he channels the characters he plays, that his body is merely the instrument through which these characters find their voice. Hes one of those.


Too bad, she said with a shrug. Hes incredibly hot.


I stopped walking and looked at her. You think so? Sure, he was attractive, but I honestly didnt see what all the fuss was about.


Duh. She said it with a lot of blinks, which emphasized that I must be nuts not to feel Malcolm Goddards heat. Hes got a great faceone of those classic, WASPy, chiseled facesbut its the clothes and the hair and the eyes that make him so hot.


Okay, I can understand the eyes, I said as we resumed the trek to our cars. Theyre almost turquoise. Ive never seen a blue like that; its the color of a body of water in the Caribbean. And I admit, his black-leather look is very bad boy, sort of the flip side of Tom Wolfes white suit. But the hair? Its just your basic brown.


Dont be ridiculous. Its serious hair, she insisted, patting her own, which was as tightly curled as a Chia pets. Its thick and wavy, and theres a little lock of it in the front that falls in his eyes.


Right. The signature lock of hair that every woman is dying to comb back with her fingers, I said, rolling my own eyes. Personally, Id like to take scissors and snip it off, because if it werent for him, I wouldnt be so rattled right now.


We arrived at our cars. You going back to the office? she asked.


Not right away, I said, opening the door of the Honda Id driven all the way from Missouri five years before. It was old and ugly, especially by L.A. standards, with dents and dings and scratches galore. When the valet-parking attendants saw it coming, they actually looked away. Tuscany, on the other hand, leased a used (pre-owned) Mercedes. The valet guys sniffed when they saw it coming too, but at least they didnt fight over whod get stuck having to park it. Theres a press junket for the new Pierce Brosnan movie at the Four Seasons this afternoon. Peggy Merchants his publicist, so my plan is to grab a minute with her to talk about Goddard.


Youre so lucky that you get to meet all the stars, she said wistfully. All I get to do is airbrush their photos.


I hugged her. Youre the lucky one. Harvey didnt ask you to do the impossible.





PIERCE BROSNANS NEW film was yet another thriller in which he played a suave and sophisticated thief. Whether the character was a stealer of jewels or artwork or Sub-Zero refrigerators I couldnt tell you, but suffice it to say, I wasnt interested. Peggy Merchant was my target, and the instant I spotted her in the hushed, lavishly appointed hotel suite where she was greeting members of the press and setting limits on how long each of them would have with Brosnan and his costars, I made a beeline for her, stopping only to grab a fistful of crab cakes off a silver tray, stuff them into my mouth all at once, then chew and swallow them dry. Well, I hadnt eaten lunch.


The sixty-year-old doyenne of Hollywood publicists, with a client list that included dozens of A-list actors and directors, Peggy was an angel if she needed you and a barracuda if she didnt. At first glance, she disarmed you with how down-to-earth she seemed. Her short, pixie-ish blond hair was flecked with gray. Her face was lined and freckled in the manner of someone who lived anyplace other than L.A., where theres a law against lined, freckled faces. She wore human clothesi.e., nothing that required a thong. And she smiled relentlessly, as if she were your long-lost grandmother. But, Im telling you, she was tough. Having all those big clients gave her power, and she flaunted it. If you were a magazine reporter who wanted Pierce Brosnan, you had to sign a written guarantee that youd put him on the cover, give him photo approval, and avoid asking him anything that would make him uncomfortable, which meant anything juicy. If you didnt sign the waiver, youd lose him to someone who would sign it. She had you over a barrel. Still, there were times when she was desperate for positive publicity for her stars so she could rehabilitate their imagewhen their movie tanked or when they were arrested for drunk driving, shoplifting, or hooking up with a hookerand it was under those circumstances that shed be the one whod come begging.


Ann, dear, she said when I tapped her on the elbow. What a lovely surprise. I thought Famous was sending someone else today.


I started to respond, but the crab cakes hadnt gone down after all. I looked around for a glass of somethinganythingand found a flute of champagne on yet another silver tray. I drank up.


Hi. I coughed, cleared my throat. Its nice to see you too, Peggy. But Im not here for the junket. I plunged ahead even though she started to turn her attention elsewhere. Its about another matter. Since I couldnt reach you on the phone, I thought Id try this.


She smiled. Couldnt reach me? I didnt know youd called, dear. Such a manipulator.


Well, I did call, Peggy. Three times. Famous wants to interview Malcolm Goddard, as I told your assistant.



Famous and everyone else. She smiled even wider. Her teeth were tiny, I noticed. Like baby teeth. But Malcolm doesnt do interviews, Ann. Hes a very private person.


Private? He once took off all his black-leather duds and dove naked into the pool at the Chateau Marmont, the occasion being a birthday party for that illustrious thespian Paris Hilton. He did the Vanity Fair piece last year, I reminded her. And he did Inside the Actors Studio on Bravo with James Lipton. Id watched a tape of the show the night before, hoping it would give me some insight into Goddard, but all it gave me was indigestion. He sat on that stage not only mumbling about how he used his body as a vessel for his characters but insisting that he dreaded doing love scenes because they were so demanding technically. Please. The guy made on-screen love to the sexiest women on the planet. Even if there were a thousand cameramen watching, the scenes were hardly the chore he made them out to be. Ill give him the star treatment he deserves, Peggy, I said, moving into grovel mode. Naturally, hell get the cover of the magazine and I promise I wont ask him about his little brawl at the Skybar, and Im a fast interviewer, so I wont take up much of his time. We could do it at your office if hed rather not have me at his house, or he could come to Famous and well chat in the conference room, or I could camp out on the set if hes shooting. I took a breath, then resumed my pitch. Maybe he has a favorite spot in L.A. and we could do the interview there. How about Griffith Park if he goes hiking on Sunday mornings, or the beach in Malibu if he


Peggy held up her hand. Ann, dear. Theres no point in going on, she said. You and I both know that Malcolm doesnt need any publicity. Hes got the look, hes got the talent, and hes got more projects in development than he can count. His aversion to the media has made my job easy. All I have to do is say no to you people.


It does sound easy, but what about his fans? Doesnt he owe them something?



His position is that he gives them one hundred percent when hes acting. Beyond that, he doesnt feel he owes them anything.


Thats pretty shortsighted, Peggy, I said. Its because of the fans that he can afford to blow off the media. Theyre the ones buying the tickets and they want to read about him.


Ann, Ann. You have such a refreshing take on the business. She smiled patronizingly. Why dont we have lunch in the next few weeks and discuss some of my other clients? Ill have my assistant Just then, Pierce Brosnan stuck his head out of one of the suites bedrooms and motioned for her. She nodded to him that shed be right in, then turned back to me. So sorry. Duty calls.


She served up one last phony smile and was about to dash off when I caught her arm and held it.


Wait, I said, abandoning my professional tone for my desperate one. Suddenly, Harveys words reverberated in my head and all I could hear was I want Goddard and youre gonna get him! Couldnt you at least ask Malcolm if hell do it?


She wriggled out of my grasp and smoothed the fabric where my fingertips had made indentations. I can ask, she said wearily, as if I were overtaxing her by merely suggesting that she do her job. But I wouldnt get my hopes up. As far as hes concerned, youre all


Parasites, I know, I said, feeling my heart sink.


I might be able to help you with Pierce, though, she said. I booked him with Diane Sawyer for next week. She beamed with admiration. That woman is amazing when she wants a story.


In what way? I asked out of genuine curiosity.


She looked at me as if I were simple. She courts people.


You mean her producers court people.


No, she does it herself.


By calling and writing them notes and that sort of thing?


No, she gifts them. For the uninitiated, gift is a verb in Hollywood. She does her research and finds out all the little things they love and then she sends the gifts as a surprise. Her strategy scores points. No doubt about it.


Harvey was right. Integrity was out and bribery was in, and the realization sickened me. Yes, of course, I knew all about the toadiness that went on in the industry, the buying of favors, the swag, but I suppose Id turned a blind eye to it because I honestly thought that plain old hard work paid off in the end.


Take care, dear, Peggy said with a wave as she hurried to attend to her client. And dont fret about Malcolm. His animosity toward you isnt personal. He just hates the idea of you.


I lingered in that suite at the Four Seasons for a good ten minutes after Peggy Merchant abandoned me for Pierce Brosnan. Not that I blamed her for that. I would have abandoned me for Pierce Brosnan, who was handsome and debonair and didnt think media people were parasites. I didnt even blame her for allowing him to be bought. I had to face facts: It wasnt enough to be a good writer now; you had to be Santa Claus too.


As I sat on a very pouffy sofa contemplating all this, I inhaled another couple of crab cakes and about a dozen mini egg rolls, and washed them down with more champagne. Yes, free food was one of the perks of my job, and Id never questioned the ethics of that. Had I been too rigid in my thinking? If members of the media were entitled to free food, why werent celebrities entitled to free gifts? Maybe I needed to lower the bar just a little. So they didnt teach us gifting in journalism school. I was out in the big, bad world now. Like it or not, if I wanted to stay in the game, I had to play by the new rules.









Chapter Three





So, naturally, I decided to gift Malcolm Goddard, as repellent as the idea was to me. The question was, what to gift him with? He always seemed so grumpy, so joyless, even when he was photographed with a pretty woman on his arm. What do you buy for a thirty-five-year-old superstar who couldnt possibly need anything? What product, what goodie, what treasure would convince him that I wasnt just some bottom-feeder who only cared about getting my get? Okay, yes, thats all I did care about, but I still wanted to think of something hed really like, something meaningful to him as opposed to just a glitzy toy. And it had to be within the budget. Harvey was thrilled when I told him my plan for wooing GoddardThats exactly the kind of killer stuff Im looking for from you, but dont go overboard! hed warned. No bling!


It was during my replaying of the Actors Studio tape later that night that inspiration struck. I was watching the tape in my bedroom, the warmest room in my ground-floor apartment, the lower rental unit of a Spanish-style duplex in West Hollywood. The apartment itself had characterwood floors, cove moldings, and arched doorwaysbut it got very little light and was cold all the time. Not Missouri cold, but cold enough that I wore socks and a flannel nightgown to bed. What I liked best about it was the residential feel of the neighborhood and its easy access to all sections of L.A. What I liked least about it was the noise that routinely seeped down the thin walls from upstairs. James, my friend and neighbor, was in charge of hair and makeup on The Bold and the Beautiful. He was a sweetheart except that he blasted disco music at two oclock in the morning, particularly after a night of gay-bar hopping and ecstasy (the drug, not the feeling). I considered myself a reasonable person, but being awakened by Chers Believe, the most repetitive song ever written, wasnt fun. Id stand on my bed and bang my broom handle on the ceiling, and that would usually prompt James to turn it down a notch. But the situation wasnt ideal. My dream was to save enough money to move to another duplexa larger, sunnier, upper unit this time. The dream was totally doable if I remained employed.


So there I was, huddled under the covers in my socks and nightie, polishing off a bag of Fritos and replaying the tape of Inside the Actors Studio.


James Lipton, in his typically unctuous manner, was asking Goddard about his childhood. And where did you grow up, Malcolm? he said. Here in New York on the Upper West Side, Goddard mumbled. His voice was distinctive because of his mumbling. It was soft, low, barely audible, his words running together. Right down the street from Zabars, he mumbled some more.


I hit Pause at that moment because there was a hint of a smile on Goddards face when he mentioned the famous gourmet-food emporium. For just a second there, he didnt look so surly, so miserable, so tortured actor-ish, and I was sort of fascinated.


I let the tape continue. Did you partake of any of the delicacies at Zabars? asked Lipton. Oh, yeah, said Goddard. I still do whenever Im in town. Their cheesecake is the real deal, and there are nights back in L.A. when I actually fantasize about it. They dont know how to make it on the other coast. They know how to make movieswell, some of em dobut definitely not cheesecake.


As the audience laughed appreciatively, I realized with a wave of satisfaction that I had my perfect gift. All I had to do was figure out how to give it to him. I knew he lived in the Hollywood Hills, but his multimillion-dollar estate was tucked away behind wrought-iron gates and I couldnt exactly leave a cheesecake out in the street. Not only could it melt in the sun or be eaten by a coyote, but it was crucial for me to be present when he received it. He was supposed to see the cake, see me, put two and two together, and think, Wow, what a nice person to go to all this trouble for me and Id be glad to return the favor by sitting down for an interview with her. How to make this happen? How?


I went to the office the next morning and called Peggy Merchant.


Its about Pierce Brosnan, I lied to her assistant.


This time, Peggy came right on the line. When she thought you were pitching what she was selling, it was uncanny how accessible she was. So youd like to talk about interviewing Pierce? she said cheerfully.


Someday, I said. But Im calling about Malcolm, and please dont hang up.


There was a pained sigh. In case I wasnt clear, Ann, Malcolm thinks the mediaespecially the print mediadistorts the truth and takes what he says out of context and is all about invading his space. You may think hes being difficult or demanding or reclusive, but he just refuses to subject himself to all the scrutiny, except on those rare occasions when he respects and trusts the interviewer.


Then I want him to respect and trust me, I said. After we talked about gifting yesterday, I decided it couldnt hurt to buy him a little trinket. Just to make myself stand out from all the others and to show him my interest is sincere. You told me that gifting scores points with your clients, remember?



Another sigh. Yes, but I doubt itll help in Malcolms case, because hes so adamant.


Why dont you let me try? Whats the harm?


She considered this for a second or two, then said, Fine. Go ahead. Just dont count on anything.


Yes. Okay, I said with new hope. Now, tell me how I can deliver my gift. Im sure you can set something up, right?


Have it sent here and Ill see that he gets it.


No way, Peggy, I said, determined to stand my ground. I was making progress, I could feel it. I need to deliver the gift myself, so that Malcolm and I can meet face-to-face. Thats the whole idea. You said he does interviews with people he respects and trusts. He wont respect and trust a complete stranger.


Look, Ann. He isnt going to meet with you and thats that, she snapped. Have a lovely day.


She slammed down the phone. I marveled at her high-and-mighty attitude and felt utterly thwarted by her unwillingness to cooperate. Then I reminded myself that I was supposed to be a killer journalist now. Killer journalists didnt go through the proper channels. Killer journalists did whatever it took to get the story.





SINCE THE GOLDEN Globe Awards were being handed out that Sunday evening, out-of-town actors, producers, and directors of nominated films, including those who were foreign and, therefore, obscure to most Americans, had descended on Hollywood. German director Wilhelm Holtz, for example, was turning up everywhere. He was a favorite of young American actors, who admired his dark, brooding style (nobody so much as cracked a smile in a Wilhelm Holtz movie). One of those actors was Malcolm Goddard, who, in the Vanity Fair piece, had proclaimed himself Holtzs biggest fan. Was it possible that he and his idol would be getting together over the course of Globes weekend? For dinner at some trendy restaurant, perhaps? Could Goddard be hosting a dinner in Holtzs honor, and if so, where might it be? And when?


I decided to go digging. I bypassed the publicists and headed straight for the people who really knew what was happening in Hollywood: the matre ds at the hot spots. They were the ones with access to the reservation books. They gave the impression that they were secretive about their clientele so the celebrities would think they were being coddled, but they loved boasting about which star was sitting in which booth eating which specialty of the house. And they werent above pocketing a wad of cash in exchange for the information. The paparazzi relied on them, and now I was relying on them too. Harvey had instructed me to stay within my budget, but that wouldnt be a problem. The cheesecake was less than fifty dollars, plus shipping. I had plenty more to spend.


I drove all over town, my wallet bulging. I hit the Sunset Strip and combed the in spots there. I hit Santa Monica and talked to everybody on my list there. I wasnt even going to bother with Beverly Hills, given how Goddard was so damn arty and Beverly Hills was so old farty, but on a hunch having to do with Wolfgang Puck being Austrian and Wilhelm Holtz being German, I hit Spagoand hit paydirt.


What I learned was that Malcolm Goddard was, indeed, hosting a party of six in the garden patio of the famed restaurant, although the reservation, I was told, was in the name of Luke Sykes in order to throw parasites like me off the scent. The dinner was set for Friday night at eight-thirty. Since it was only Wednesday, that left me just enough time to order the cheesecake from Zabars and have it Fed Exed right to Spago, where, after Goddards main course was cleared away, my dessert would be carted out with great fanfare and delivered to his table. From my own table a few feet away, I would be able to witness the surprise and delight on his face, and then I would make my move. I was very optimistic about this plan, mostly because it was the only one I had but also because it had come about as a result of my dogged detective work. I was a good reporter and Goddard would respect and trust me, even if I did have to grease the palm of every restaurant employee in town.





LATER THAT NIGHT I went to Bristol Farms, the upscale supermarket not far from my apartment. All the running around had made me hungry and I had nothing but an old jar of Dijon mustard in the refrigerator. I needed to stock up.


I wasnt alone. L.A. is a city filled with busy professionals and seven oclock at night is prime after-work food-shopping time. The aisles at Bristol Farms were jammed. Carts were colliding. Gridlock reigned, particularly in the paper-goods aisle, where Id gone after buying all the edible stuff. They say never to shop for groceries on an empty stomach because you end up buying more than you expected, but I was much too preoccupied with being a killer journalist to worry about that.


I steered my overflowing cart through the throngs of customers, past the tissues and the napkins and the toilet paper, and reached for a roll of Bounty. I was just about to grab it when the weirdest thing happened: My throat started closing up and the room started spinning. Not spinning as in after drinking too many margaritas, but definitely moving with the herky-jerkiness of a movie shot with a handheld camera. Feeling slightly faint, I gripped the handle of my cart to steady myself and waited helplessly for the wave of dizziness to pass.


It did pass after only a few seconds, but it left me wondering what the hell was the matter with me. Was I dying of cancer like my father did and was this an early warning sign? Or was I just hungry? Hunger made people light-headed, didnt it?


I didnt know what to think at first, but as I waited in the long line at the checkout counter, I reminded myself that I probably didnt have cancerI was a bit of a hypochondriac. Okay, more than a bit of one. I subscribed to Womens Health, Prevention, and Psychology Today, and when they described a disease, I immediately convinced myself I had itand that what I needed was to eat a decent meal and get a good nights sleep.





I HAD INVITED Tuscany to be my date for the big nightI thought Id look too predatory and obvious if I sat three feet away from Goddard at a table by myselfand she was excited about tagging along. I was excited about the evening too. I even took extra care with my appearance, and attempted to look a little more glamorous than usual.


Glamorous. Ha. I was what is commonly referred to as fresh faced. I had dark blond hair (shockingly, it was natural) that I wore shoulder length and parted down the middle in no particular style other than that it always looked clean. My features were even and well proportioned. My height and weight were averageperfectly healthy by Missouris standards but borderline fat by L.A.s. I didnt wear tops that exposed my midriff or bottoms that exposed my crack, but rather, dressed conservatively, if casually. I wasnt a tomboy exactly, but I was more comfortable in blue jeans than in ball gowns. When I covered industry events in fancy clothes, I always felt like a drag queen.


On that Friday night, as I regarded my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I groaned. James had given me makeup tips, and Id tried to follow them. The result was that I had over-painted my lips and over-shadowed my eyelids and over-bronzed my cheekbones, chin, and forehead. I looked hideous and slathered the whole mess with cold cream and started over.


By the time I left my apartment, I was feeling better about myself. My charcoal gray pantsuit was businesslike but appropriate for an evening at Spago, as were the little diamond studs Id stuck in my earlobes, and my makeup no longer looked like it had been applied by a cement mixer. I was good to go.



Tuscany, on the other hand, was dressed for Halloween.


Whats wrong with it? she asked after shed picked me up in the Mercedes.


Nothing, if youre in your Goth period, I teased, appraising her raccoon eyes and black cape, the hood of which was draped over her head. Or are you making a statement about the plight of women in certain Arab countries?


She smiled mischievously. Its possible that I could meet someone tonight, she said as she drove us to Beverly Hills. I wanted to look dramatic, just in case.


Well, youve achieved your goal, I said. But tonight isnt about you. Im the one whos supposed to make a conquest.


Hes gonna love that cheesecake, she reassured me.


He should, I said. I read a description of its ingredients on Zabars Web site and its as dense as he must be.


About ten minutes later, we pulled onto Canon Drive, where Spago has been serving upscale diners since its relocation from the Sunset Strip back in the nineties. There were three valet-parking attendants rushing around in front of the restaurant, but none of them rushed around to help us.


Its not as if this car is a beater, said Tuscany of the Mercedes, which was only three years old.


They ignore you if youre not in a Hummer limo, I said.


Eventually, one of the valets did come and take the car. We walked to the entrance of the restaurant and stood at the threshold. While Tuscany peeked inside, I checked my watch.


Eight-thirty, I said. You ready?


Very, she said with wide eyes. Every man in this place looks like Johnny Depp and Im taking one of them home.


Tuscany, I said sternly. We have a No Actors rule.


Right.


I poked my head inside the restaurant. It was crowded, at maximum capacity, everybody laughing and talking animatedly. For some reason their voices started coming at me at an exaggerated, extremely loud volume, and I began to feel twinges of the same dizziness Id felt at Bristol Farms. Again, I wondered what in the world was going on. Was it cancer? A heart problem? An acute infectious disease for which there was not yet a vaccine?


I took a few long, deep breaths and tried to focus on the matter at handat how relieved Id be once the Goddard interview was in my pocket and Harvey was off my back.


Hey, are you okay? asked my friend as she held my arm. Youre kind of swaying.


Im great. I smiled, thinking of the cheesecake that was chilling in Spagos refrigerator right that very minute: Malcolm Goddards fantasy dessert come true. I bet even Diane Sawyer hadnt thought of it. There was really nothing to all this do-whatever-it-takes-to-land-an-interview stuff, I decided. It was a piece of cake, no pun intended.









Chapter Four





After I had a brief word with Henry, the matre d, confirming our little plan, Tuscany and I were shown to our table for two on the patio, a beautiful garden setting where a fountain trickled next to a pair of century old olive trees. There was a reason celebrities loved to dine there. The atmosphere was charming, an oasis of calm in the middle of the city.


Oh my God. Tuscany grabbed my arm across the table once we were seated. Hes even hotter than I thought.


She wasnt talking about Henry, who had a beaky nose and a recessive chin. No, she was swooning over Goddard. Id seen him too, out of the corner of my eye as we had stepped onto the patio, and he was hard not to notice. He was holding court at a banquet-size table a few feet away. Wearing his customary black leather jacket and jeans, that curly lock of brown hair falling into his eyes, he was toasting Wilhelm Holtz and four other men and then throwing back a shot of whiskey. Even during what was clearly a festive occasion, he looked dour.


How are we supposed to eat with him sitting right there? said Tuscany. Ive lost my appetite already. She was employed by a magazine devoted to covering celebrities, and yet she was forever in awe of them. When Id first come to L.A., Id been in awe of them too, but I wasnt quite as reverent as I used to be. I was still keenly interested in them as a species, I enjoyed the challenge of getting them to discuss subjects theyd never discussed in public before, and I really did try to bring out the best in them, even the ones who took themselves much too seriously. But Malcolm Goddard? He seemed to take himself more seriously than most, and I was less sure about my ability to bring out the best in him.


I thought he was dating Rebecca Truit, Tuscany mused, craning her neck to get a good look, but shes not with him.


It must be boys night out, I said. Rumor had it that he and Rebecca were an item, possibly engaged. I intended to ask him about their relationship once I had my shot at him. Now, revive your appetite and lets order. Harveys paying, so pick something expensive.


After we each had a glass of Spagos best pinot noir, we focused on the main course. Tuscany went off her diet of yogurt and pine nuts and ordered the beef stew with spaetzle, while I chose the Wiener schnitzel. When the food arrived, neither of us could do more than pick at it. Try as we did to indulge ourselves, we were too distracted by what was going on at Goddards tableTuscany, because she decided her trophy for the night would be Wilhelm Holtz, who had slicked-back golden hair and rosy cheeks and looked like much more fun than
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