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 Chapter 1

Bel Air, 1983

Early Tuesday

Every weekday morning by eight-thirty,
Bettina Grant sits at her desk, arranging a hard-to-get interview,
negotiating a tough exclusive story or simply cementing a critical
relationship. The most widely read Hollywood columnist in the
country, she’s typically on the phone, the morning’s cigarette
dangling from her fingers or smoldering in a chipped
ashtray.

So, when her assistant,
Meredith Ogden, found a dark and silent home-office as she arrived
at work on a rainy Tuesday morning in December, the young woman
paused uneasily in the doorway. No smoke trails curled from the
desk, and neither the TV voice of Today
Show’s Jane Pauley nor Good Morning America’s David Hartman
played in the background. There wasn’t even the dependable aroma of
fresh coffee.

Looking around the quiet four-office
suite, Meredith remembered that Monday nights and Tuesdays were
days off for Ito, the houseman. She checked the garage and saw
Bettina’s Jaguar in place, then looked out the front door to Bel
Air’s perky Bright Leaf Lane. Showers had brightened the green
hedges and yards where winter flowers were tucked into tight little
beds along the road and around the throats of the well-kept homes.
The van belonging to Sonia, the secretary, was absent from its
usual place—not surprising due to an argument with their boss the
day before. She’d show up later. Only Meredith’s beloved bright red
Mustang punctuated the street.

She switched on lamps in Bettina’s
den—the columnist’s personal office—then in Sonia Schaeffer’s
adjoining box-like enclave, and finally in her own work center,
pleasant with large banks of windows. Slender and athletically
built, the thirty six-year old journalist dropped her brief case
and shed her raincoat. Her copper-blond hair was twisted back off
her neck, and she wore a tailored grey pantsuit with a creamy white
blouse, a silver necklace and earrings. Her work
uniform.

She punched answering machine buttons,
listening to messages left since Bettina Grant had checked the
lines at end of day before leaving for dinner out. Bettina’s sister
Luanne, a sales pitch for a local police circus, and Sonia’s
throaty voice reporting that her van had not started. She would
arrive at work whenever she could. It was neither uncommon nor
unexpected. The last two calls—one at nine p.m. and the other at
eleven, a frustrated and wrathful “huff followed by a grumbled
“fuck you”—were perplexing and a little worrisome. But Bettina’s
crammed schedule often left her unavailable, and callers
annoyed.

Meredith penciled the phone messages
on sticky-notes and pinned them to Bettina’s keyboard, adding
exclamation marks to the last one. The den was Bettina Grant’s
professional control center, furnished in overstuffed chintz,
modern glass and rosewood furnishings. Two TV monitors sat within
easy eyesight, the walls adorned with celebrity photos in casual
conversation with Bettina, most autographed. Yellowing photos of
three 1950’s starlets hovering around a microphone; a reminder of
Bettina’s trio singing days with her two sisters, Luanne and
Rachael.

The columnist’s calendar showed no
early morning meeting, only an afternoon interview. Meredith walked
the elegantly comfortable private quarters—living room with its
trendy antique furnishings and art, powder room—looking for signs
of activity and went to the kitchen and made a pot of coffee. The
dishwasher was full and clean.

Returning to her own office, she began
to sort out the day’s business, tending to phone calls and mail.
Her mind went to preparing for her noon exclusive interview with a
prominent actress finally returning to the set of a
multimillion-dollar movie after an extended absence following a
temper tantrum over script quality. It had taken Meredith weeks to
negotiate the meeting and an agreement that she would be the only
press member allowed on the set.

At nine, the silence of the house
weighed on her, and she began to feel a little paranoid. Bettina,
not generally a late sleeper in any case, always phoned the office
if she was away, fearing she would miss a good story lead. Maybe
she picked up a new “interest” at the dinner the night before?
Meredith dismissed the thought. At fifty-five, Bettina seemed to
have lost interest in coupling—even recreational mating. Of money,
power and sex, the columnist found the former two more satisfying
than the latter, and over time even money had lost its luster.
Power, however, was never a disappointment.

“Bettina, you up there?”
The young journalist called up the stairs. She heard no response
and hesitantly advanced up the staircase. “Bettina, get down here.
Your public calls. And Sonia’s out!” Her more aggressive yell was
answered only with silence.

Meredith climbed to the top of the
stairs, crossed the small hallway and rapped on the door to the
master suite. When no one answered, she cautiously opened the door
and saw the languid form of Bettina Grant sprawled in uncompromised
repose against smartly-colored sheets and pillows. Filtered window
light highlighted the drowsy scene: a milky arm curled gracefully
above Bettina’s tumbled ash blonde hair, face free of the theatrics
and make-up of her public life, looking serenely at
ease.

Meredith smiled mischievously. Some
dinner party, she thought as she stepped lightly to the edge of the
bed. She leaned in closer to Bettina and said, “Get up,
lazy!”

Strands of Bettina’s hair quivered
from Meredith’s breath, but nothing else moved.

“Oh shit,” hissed
Meredith, stumbling back into the room. Instead of looking relaxed
and lazy, Bettina Grant looked waxy, and dead.


 Chapter 2

Later Tuesday Morning

Two policemen hunched over the small
kitchen counter along with Meredith. Her hands shook as she clung
to a mug, now empty, and tried to stay calm. The cop made notes and
directed the activity of other law enforcement people who suddenly
filled the house, arriving quickly almost as quickly as the death
was labeled, “high profile.”

“I should have tried some
CPR,” Meredith whispered, mostly to herself. “Maybe there was
time….” The thought was short circuited by Bettina’s dead image.
“God, she looked like something out of Movieland Wax Museum…is that
still open?”

“So, she went to a dinner
party last night?” A voice from the outside pried its way into her
consciousness and Meredith turned to look at a weathered officer
sitting opposite her.

“I think so. I know that
she was planning to go to the dinner—but I left her at about six
o’clock and didn’t talk to her afterward,” she said wondering if
she was being unduly accurate. Maybe she’d watched too many TV law
and order series. Never volunteer any information of which you
aren’t certain, she reasoned. Or for which you can be blamed. Or
held accountable.

Meredith’s reverie was interrupted by
the sounds of the doorbell and conversation at the front door. She
looked up to see Allan Jaymar, Bettina’s neighbor from across the
lane, pushing his way into the kitchen.

“What’s happened, Merri?”
he asked, his face etched with concern, and calling her by the
nickname known only to those closest to her. “Where’s
Bettina?”

She realized this would be the start
of many, many inquiries and with a catch in her throat, Meredith
answered, “Allan, Bettina…passed away…last night.”

“I saw her at a dinner
party, she seemed fine. What happened?”

Allan was one of Bettina’s oldest
personal and professional friends, a retired entertainment industry
artists’ agent/manager who shared as much show business history as
Bettina. Meredith chose her words carefully. “We don’t exactly
know, Allan. I found her in bed this morning just…dead.”

At that moment, two law enforcement
technicians came down the pristine staircase carrying camera and
equipment bags. They clumped indelicately into the
kitchen.

“She just died—but it’s
hard to tell exactly how or why,” said the older of the
pair.

“No obvious signs of any
kind of struggle—just a decorative pillow on the floor—maybe tossed
off the bed before she climbed in. But there was some miniscule
scratching on her nose and what looked like a tiny bit of caked
blood. Fancy bedding can be dangerous to your health,” he joked. No
one else was amused.

“Because it’s such a high
profile…person…we’ve been told to be thorough. A Special Cases
investigator and the medical examiner are on the way and will be
working in the bedroom very shortly. Other rooms later. We’d
appreciate it if you would all stay on the first floor for now.
We’ll know more later and after an autopsy.”

The younger of the pair held up a
Polaroid print. “There’s a booklet—looks like a manuscript—next to
the bed. She was probably reading it before she went to
sleep.”

“What is it?” puzzled
Meredith, reaching for the print. “Huh,” she looked closely at the
photo, squinting to see the details. “It’s a manuscript from Cassie
Ainsworth—my predecessor. I wonder when Bett got this. Dated
December 1…only a few days ago. It must have arrived last night
after we all left. Sonia always date-stamps material of any kind.
Bettina wouldn’t have bothered. And I know she would have said
something about this—we all know Cassie. I wonder what this is all
about.” She was silent for a moment, then looked around, feeling
deflated. “What about all of this?”

“Meredith, say nothing to
anyone about Bettina’s death for now. Nothing. Same instruction for
Sonia and Ito!” Allan spoke up in rapid dialog, looking around the
room. “And nothing to anyone from anyone here. Bettina is well
enough known that we could have a media circus and there’ll be
repercussions with her editors across the county, and we don’t know
enough. Not a word. I’ll be right back.” And he trotted from the
room, out of the house and across the street to his own
home.

Now retired, Allan had managed some of
the biggest names in the entertainment industry, weathered most of
their life crises including untimely and questionable deaths,
addictions and proclivities. It was a drill he knew
well.

Everyone fidgeted for a few minutes.
Meredith responded to more questions from the police officer until
his radio buzzed and he stepped out of the room. As he returned, he
announced, “Hey—we’re in a communication lock down. Don’t use Mrs.
Grant’s name or the address on any of your radio communication—or
in conversation. Word from the above.” He quickly asked everyone to
remain in the kitchen while they processed the office areas. Allan
had quietly returned to the group. Meredith recalled he had friends
in the mayor’s office.

• • •

“We’re supposed to tell
the officers about the people who didn’t like Bettina Grant?” mused
Sonia, her one-time Valley Girl accent subtly creeping out. She had
arrived around noon, as most of the law enforcement people were
leaving or already gone.

Ito had been snatched back from his
weekly visit to relatives. He perched on the edge of the couch in
Meredith’s office, dressed in street clothes instead of his usual
houseman jacket. The office had been released after the police had
fully probed, pushed, peeked into every nook and file cabinet and
exercised all other activities requisite in
clue-hunting.

Meredith had changed from the
morning’s professional suit into a pair of worn jeans and an
oversized pink sweater which she kept in the office for days when
she could slip off the exterior facade and slump comfortably over
the Selectric keyboard. Lunch with the movie star was long
cancelled and forgotten.

“Should I clean up?” asked
Ito nodding toward the living room and the rest of the
house.

“What should we file for
today’s column?” Sonia asked.

“Bettina isn’t just out of
town,” Meredith reproached her colleagues. “She died. She’s gone
and she was the core of this place, its heartbeat. This is more
than an inconvenience.”

The twosome looked at one another and
then at Meredith.

“What will New York do?”
added Sonia, referring to the headquarters of American Media Syndicate, the
company that paid their salaries and distributed their
work.

“I don’t know,” said
Meredith. “Russ is at ‘lunch’—a characteristically long New York
lunch.”

“Did you have to break the
news to Bettina’s dad?” persisted Sonia seriously, referring to
Bettina’s aged father.

“No, thank God. But I had
to deliver the sad news to Bett’s sister Luanne, and she graciously
agreed to tell their dad and Lorraine and Lea.” The latter referred
to the columnist’s two grown children.

By then, the trio of characters now
occupying Bettina’s house had been carefully instructed in which
rooms they could move about, and those they were to avoid. The
entire upper floor of the house was off-limits and now loomed at
the top of the stairs like a chamber of whispered secrets.
Fingerprint dust and other remnants of the tech team’s
investigation still remained throughout the house.

The hyper blip of the phone was a
welcome interruption. When Meredith replaced the receiver, she
looked at her two companions seriously. They caught the glance and
were silent.

“A ‘senior’ investigator
named T.K. Raymond is coming over here in a few minutes to talk
with each of us. I think that bodes poorly for the fate of Bettina.
And, he’s again reminded that we not talk to anyone about this now.
To defer all questions to the police. He said, ‘It’s in your own
best interest.’”

“Let’s not be misquoted—or
taken out of context,” mused Sonia.

“If we haven’t before, we
will soon,” sighed Meredith. “But look, be careful what you say or
how you say it. We don’t want to prejudice any case that might come
out of this—or jeopardize the outcome of a future trial by too much
speculation. That’s assuming Bettina didn’t suffocate herself,
which is entirely possible…but….”

“So, Meredith, what you
plan to say about Bettina in tomorrow’s column?” Sonia continued to
probe.

“There may not even be a
column tomorrow. Unless Russ decides to keep it going—under my or
someone else’s by-line—there may not be any more
Hollywood Dateline. I’ve
pulled an emergency back-up column, but the lead has to be about
Bettina and I’m still struggling to figure out the best way to
write it. I’m still shaking and beginning to feel the reality, the
sadness. I need to find some balance.”

A cloud passed over Sonia’s face. “I
figured they’d hand the column to you and you’d keep it going—just
like you’ve been doing for the past ten years.”

Meredith laughed, welcoming a lighter
moment. “Now you’ve even got me to the point of a chuckle,” she
said. “I’m a feature writer, remember? So yeah, I also cover a lot
of movies and TV and parties and stuff for Bettina and yeah, I come
across pretty good gossip—well celebrity ‘news.’ But I don’t have
the killer instinct Bettina does. Never will. Don’t even want
to.”

“And that’s why people
liked you better than Bettina, Sonia interjected, “I know because
they talk to me. I’m no threat and they can be honest. I keep
hearing what a nice person you are, what a good
writer...”

“And that, with a dollar
bill, might buy you—or me—a cup of coffee,” said Meredith. “Good
Hollywood gossip columns—like Bettina Grant’s—go for the throat. I
don’t.”

“It is possible,” said Ito
quietly, “someone decided to target the throat of the good Mrs.
Grant? She must have a long list of people who’d like to do that by
now after 25 years of antagonizing.”

“What about her weekly gig
on the TV show?” quizzed Sonia, changing the subject.

Meredith shrugged, “I guess Russ will
talk about that from New York. We’re all on emergency notice for
now—with nothing really settled for the future.”

“Well, it seems out of the
question that the newspaper syndicate would give that column, or
the TV spot, to anyone but you, Meredith,” Sonia insisted. “After
all, no matter what you like to say or call yourself, you ARE
Bettina’s legwoman.”

“Was…,” said Meredith.
“And you know I hate that label—it’s so 1950s! The name is now
‘field reporter.’”

• • •

When Russ Talbot returned
Meredith’s call, his refined voice was heavy with either sadness or
resignation. She wasn’t sure which. Bettina was a long-time
associate and friend, but also an important and lucrative asset to
the United American News Syndicate he managed.
Her loss, especially in the manner in which it came, posed heavy
problems with no easy solutions. “I’m so sorry about Bettina,” he
said haltingly. “She was a friend.”

They discussed the day’s unfolding
events, then he turned to business. “Look, Meredith, I’d like to
keep the column going —mostly in tribute to Bettina—for the time
being. We have so many papers that carry the column and who will
want to follow the story. In fact, I’d like you to write it up and
we’ll put it on the wire tonight under your by-line. We’ll announce
that you’ll be maintaining the column for the subscriber papers
until we have decided the best plan of action.”

“How much should I say,
Russ?”

“You’re a good journalist,
Meredith. Cover the situation as you would for anyone else so
prominent. Please include the respect we all felt for her…will all
miss her…and so on.”

“And what about the
Morning Coffee Show TV
slot? She’s not due to appear until next week again—but what will
we do with that one?” The silence on the other end of the line was
telling. Bettina was a celebrity. Meredith was a respected and
familiar name in international celebrity journalism, but no
red-carpet contender with any kind of celebrity of her own. She’d
been the quiet behind-the-scenes operative in the partnership for
years.

“We’ll talk more about
that later,” came the sophisticated voice. “I talked with Allan
Jaymar today. He called to express his condolences and we talked
about this situation. We are both thinking about the best way to
address the show and feel that the guest spot should go vacant
until after the holidays. A quick shift of personalities would be
puzzling to the viewers. I think the producers agree.”

Meredith acknowledged her
understanding, relieved and glad to have Allan in the picture with
his standing in the industry and willingness to guide everyone
through the confusion. She wondered what other unimagined surprises
the day would bring. In Bettina’s office, a “High Profile” Special
Cases detective was talking with Sonia. Their conversation caught
Meredith’s attention as she said goodbye to Russ.

“Sure, Bettina alienated
people—columnists do that. I think it’s their job,” Sonia was
explaining. Meredith felt her heart race and she gulped for breath.
She inhaled deeply, reminding herself to take things one step at a
time. After a few minutes sitting quietly, listening, she turned to
her Selectric keyboard and began to type out the details of
Bettina’s death. It was late afternoon but felt like three days had
passed since she arrived that morning.

A while later, Meredith closed down
the typewriter and went to the den. “Excuse me,” she interrupted
the conversation. A lanky man sitting uncomfortably in one of
Bettina’s overstuffed den chairs looked up. Rain had flattened his
dark curly hair against his head. A pleasant but serious face
looked well-lived in and striking.

“Are you considering
Bettina’s death to be a homicide?” asked Meredith.

The detective glanced at his notes
with intent dark eyes. “Why?” he asked, finally looking up at
her.

“I have to write a wire
story about this. I need more of the details.”

He grimaced. “Our witnesses are
members of the press. Worse yet, the Hollywood Press. Maybe the PR
department should be investigating this case,” he finished with
humor, “Just say, we’re not ruling anything out at this
point.”

“Does that mean that you
do think Bettina Grant could have been murdered?”

“Murder” had been only a
vague word in the very back of her thoughts until that
moment.

The detective, standing up to his full
six-foot-two frame, turned away from Sonia and toward Meredith. “I
just ask the questions. Here,” he pulled a card from his inside
coat pocket and handed it to Meredith. “This is our PR gal. Call
her. Put her neck on the line. I’m only the crime investigator and
really only here because this death is one considered ‘high
profile’.”

Meredith took the card and turned back
to her office. Then she looked back at the detective, “PR
gal?”

“Image formation
professional?”

“I think the term is
‘Public Information Officer,’ and she’ll have her work cut out for
her with this case,” Meredith snapped, turning back toward her own
office.

The sound of the large screen
television set mounted high in the corner of Bettina’s office had
been turned to a low din and the various news and information shows
droned. A smaller version of the monotone broadcasts filled
Meredith’s office as she kept a wary eye for any mention about the
death of her famous boss. So far, law enforcement had managed to
keep the story under wraps. Meredith was grateful. Only one or two
very discreet calls from close industry friends had interrupted an
otherwise disastrous day. Tomorrow, however, would be another
story.

She picked up her phone set and
punched in the number of the “PR gal.” Surprised by the friendly
attitude of the public information officer, Meredith felt confident
working through a credible and noncommittal statement about the
death.

She hung up as Ito made his way
through her office, vacuum in hand. The slightly built Japanese man
handed Meredith a few crumpled items: a mother-of-pearl button, a
folded cleaner’s receipt and the tab-end of a machine-generated
airline boarding pass. “What’s this?” she quizzed.

“Bounty from under your
couch cushions. Just vacuum debris from a little while ago, after
the techs left, something worth keeping,” he answered before
heading for the door. He’d resumed his role as the steward of the
house earlier that day, his usual day off.

Forty-five minutes later, Meredith
curled into Bettina’s other chintz-covered chair for her turn to be
interviewed by the detective. The day’s light had disappeared
entirely, Sonia had left, and only the flickering from the TV
screen kept the vigil, except, of course, for the persistent cop
who sounded as weary as Meredith felt.

“Sorry to keep you so
late,” he said.

“Part of the turf here,”
she replied. He explained that he was part of a unique
investigative office that was called in to manage “high profile”
cases—those involving notable public figures and celebrities in
ambiguous situations where criminal investigation might be
required. “We coordinate with all of the police and sheriff
departments on these kinds of cases. Saves them a lot of
hand-holding.”

The day’s stress was etched across
Meredith’s face as she rubbed a knuckle across one of her large,
brown, eyes and ran a hand over her expressive, almost too large,
mouth. “Okay. Special handling. What does that look
like?”

“Let’s start with the idea
that you knew Bettina Grant about as well as anyone. Any idea what
went on upstairs last night?”

“Not a clue…Sorry…bad
pun.”

“Bad puns are part of my
turf,” he said, a barely noticeable grin flickered over his
face.

“I couldn’t even fake a
good story about last night. Bettina is so consumed by what she
does for a living that she rarely even invites guests into her
home. She said she had an easy schedule for the evening—dinner
about ten minutes away, home and bed. Not an unusual agenda for
her.”

“Family? A kid, or parent
who might have stopped by, or may have talked to her?”

“By phone, maybe, but
otherwise…,” Meredith shook her head. “Let’s see: her youngest
daughter Lea lives in Massachusetts and is estranged from Bettina
for all practical purposes. The older daughter Lorraine lives with
husband and children in New Mexico. She had two sisters, Rachael
and Luanne. Rachael died about ten years ago. Luanne lives with her
family in the Valley and only comes over for special occasions, and
Bettina’s father, Pop, is in a retirement home and doesn’t leave
unless someone drives him here or Bettina picks him up.”

“Men friends, some male
company last night?”

“A date?” Meredith
restrained a chuckle. “Not that she mentioned, and not likely.
She’s long-divorced and has a couple of real ‘friends’ who are men,
but she’s been discouraged lately because even they’ve all married
younger women and haven’t been available as escorts or even pals.
It’s hell being glamorous and visible and 55! She was married for
many years, but her ex rarely comes around and when he does, we all
usually hear about it. And we know that Bettina was at a dinner
party last night. Allan, the neighbor, saw her, said she was fine
when she left.”

The detective sighed his
acknowledgment, which sounded like disapproval, and made notes as
Meredith turned off the television and switched on the den’s
overhead lights.

“She wrote about movie and
TV stars. She was Hollywood. She believed in it. She was one of
them, a celebrity that is. She had been for a quarter of a
century.”

“Would you mind talking
again about what happened when you got here this
morning?”

“Well, first thing was a
strange and a little bit scary phone message for Bettina from last
night.” She told him about the message. “We’ve gotten unpleasant
messages before. It’s the nature of our business. But the timing
was a little un-nerving. I saved the message on the
recording.”

“Note to check out the
phone records. What else?”

Meredith tucked her feet underneath
herself and recounted the morning’s activities. As she finished the
story, she realized with both a deep sense of loss and some
trepidation that she was sitting in Bettina Grant’s den—surrounded
by the heart, soul, dreams and triumphs of the flamboyant woman who
was suddenly gone. She sat up and looked around. The place felt
empty and strange, obviously would never be the same experience as
it had been for the past ten years.

“Are you cold?” asked the
detective, noticing the change in her demeanor.

“No, it just occurred to
me that I’m sitting here talking on blithely about Bettina Grant—in
her own home, as though she’s away on a book tour or vacation, and
you’re suggesting that someone may have…killed…her last night just
upstairs. She’s someone I’ve basically lived in concert with, in a
manner of speaking, for years, laughed and cried with—well, she’s
just disappeared. And besides that, now I seem to be in charge of
this—this place—for the time being anyhow. That, in itself, is a
terrifying thought. I’m frightened, not cold.”

“Then let’s get this thing
over with,” said the detective with more warmth in his voice than
she had expected, “so we can both go home. Try to think about the
events of the past week and what, if anything, might have
compromised Bettina Grant in any way.”

Meredith settled back into the chintz
chair, unwound her hair, let if fall to her shoulders and tried to
reconstruct the typically frenetic previous week.


 Chapter 3

24 Hours Earlier

The day before Bettina Grant died, a
winter breeze stirred the rose bushes outside the window as she
fumed about expectations. The gentle quiver of the leaves, combined
with the hard edge of Bettina’s voice, had lulled Meredith into a
daydream as she sat in the meeting with her boss and
Sonia.

“…made me look like a
fool, an ignorant idiot!” the columnist spat in a final
exclamation, grabbing Meredith’s attention.

Sometimes, Bettina sounded the
credible and focused journalist Meredith knew her to be. At that
moment, she sounds more like one of the petulant celebrities she
wrote about. The columnist sat at a desk in front of a wall of
beveled windows overlooking the small rose garden, chastising Sonia
for photocopying incorrect issues of the daily column which Bettina
had subsequently tried to use as a hand-out while lecturing to a
college journalism class.

“What was on your mind?”
Bettina raged on. “You’ve got your head up your ass. Get it out! Or
find a real job!”

Sonia’s lower lip was hard set, but
she sat unmoving in the overstuffed chair at the edge of the
imposing roll-top desk. It was a rare, but not a new drill.
Meredith allowed herself the luxury of a tiny, mental sigh. She
knew from past experience it would take at least two weeks and an
expensive dinner to get Sonia to forget this episode.

The phone rang and Sonia gratefully
scampered to answer it at her own desk.

The scene was Hollywood
news at its best in December 1983, Meredith knew. The columns and
features known as the Hollywood
Dateline were the most widely read
material covering the entertainment industry through the
United American News Syndicate
(UANS). Bettina Grant’s daily gossip column was
the core and along with the team’s feature stories appeared in more
than 400 newspaper around the world.

Bettina also had managed
to capture one of the rare “news” spots on the National
Entertainment Network’s popular Morning
Coffee Show seen
across the country, edging into a new era of broadcast Hollywood
gossip destined to become a major American news delivery platform
of the future.

As Bettina Grant’s “legwoman” for the
past decade, Meredith’s job was a far cry from the by-the-book news
chasers who trained her at Northwestern University a generation
earlier. Answering phones and correspondence, tracking down “news”
about the movie, TV and music industry was a role known in earlier
decades as “Legwoman” to a gossip columnist. Meredith rose from
that to the ranks of feature correspondent and Los Angeles UAMS
Network Bureau Manager. Sometimes her biggest task was to mitigate
the mood whims of her famous boss.

“For you Bettina. Charlie
Marek,” called Sonia, sounding surprisingly calm after the dressing
down she had received. She often surprised Meredith with her
ability to quickly recover from Bettina’s rebukes.

Bettina sat up sharply against the
thick, cream-color leather desk chair, reached for the cigarette
languishing in a chipped ashtray that bore the signature of the
long-closed Ciro’s nightclub, and picked up the
receiver.

Meredith took the opportunity to
return to her own work. She shrugged at Sonia as she passed through
the small office. Sonia shrugged back and thrust her middle finger
in Bettina’s direction. Maybe a San Francisco weekend for the
loquacious brunette, Meredith considered. Whatever the cost, it
would be far less than trying to break in another innocent to the
mercurial and often scythe-like whims of Bettina Grant.

“Paul DeMarco on line
two,” called Sonia to Meredith.

“Paul?” said Meredith as
she picked up the line.

“Here’s your lead for
tomorrow’s column,” he said, with a smoker’s rasp and a rush of
words. “Ask your buddies at NBS where their really hot late
late-night talk show host spent last night.”

“And where was that,
Paul?”

“Joey enjoyed the
hospitality of the county sheriff last night—for punching out a
fan.”

“I thought he was cured of
all that,” Meredith joked and reached quickly for a pen to take
notes.

“What I hear is that he
was being followed by a couple of fans. Guess they, like the rest
of the hip generation, think he’s cool, although I can’t figure
why. Anyhow, one of them apparently approached Joey, said something
stupid, because Joe just hauled off and punched him out. Again and
again.”

“Where did this alleged
assault take place?”

“Pacoima.”

“That’s a long way away
from Joey’s fancy West Side turf.”

“And—it was in a biker
bar.”

Meredith smiled, toying
with the information and wondering how Paul DeMarco, a Hollywood
fringe player who worked for Reverend Bobby Michael’s
Christian Celebration TV
Show, came across this type of news.

“A secret side of our
nightly hip TV star?” she said cynically. Celebrities, a glittering
illusion, was seldom what it appeared.

“Maybe. One of the
Reverend’s chaplains was called to the jail in the Valley to talk
to a troubled inmate. He watched Joey getting booked. Anyhow—it’s
your story. Use it with grace and remember where it came
from.”

“Sure, Paul. If anyone
asks, I’ll give you a great recommendation to the Pearly
Gates.”

Meredith pulled the long sleeves of
her sweater down over her hands and folded her arms. She tucked her
jeans-clad legs under a well-proportioned figure and contemplated
the notes she had just taken. Telling Bettina about the story
before it was fully developed would be a mistake. Bettina tended to
get hyper over news like this. She would often pace the office all
day until she captured the whole story, her frosted red/blond hair
looking like an electrified nettle bush, hands tucked under her
armpits, elbows flapping like a stricken chicken.

The Joey O’Neal story was
intriguing. The fast-talking comedian and his Dark Streets Show, had become the
darling of late-night talk shows in the past three years. He was a
study in ‘hip’, thirtyish, with fashionable long hair pulled into a
ponytail at the nape of his neck. He wore designer fashions and
talked the jive which was threaded through MTV as well as the
nation’s young professional culture. His ratings were not
threatening to Johnny Carson, and only sniped at David
Letterman—but then again, both had many years’ head start on Joey.
“Not to mention more intelligence, talent and class!” Meredith had
once written. Most of the editors had deleted it from her
story.

She chewed on the end of
her pen as she figured out who could be trusted to unravel the
details of the story without giving the whole thing away to one of
the other voices of celebrity news. Sometimes even the regular TV
news program took on certain stories that involved mainstream
celebrities, or the daily papers, but the biggest concern was the
weekly rags—the Celebrity Parade
(called “the barf” by other more “respected”
journalists), Hollywood Insider
(known to insiders as the “the scab”) or one
other tabloids that provocatively raised the skirt of celebrity-dom
for the steady stream of shoppers at supermarket check-out
counters.

The tabloids, according to Bettina,
had one big advantage over the more “professional” Hollywood news
outlets: an increasingly illiterate population. But, disgusting as
they were, the barf, the scab and their look-a-likes were big-time
competition to the few remaining newspaper columnists and feature
writers who covered the movie and television industries, she
grudgingly admitted.

Meredith pecked out the
home number of Bill McLaren, the network publicist assigned to
the Dark Streets,
a good friend since she had joined Bettina’s ranks ten years
earlier.

“Just wondering what I
would say when you called,” said Bill.

“It didn’t take a genius
to know you wouldn’t be taking calls at the office today. Phone
been ringing off the hook?”

“No, you’re the
first—that’s the good news. How and what did you hear?”

“You’d never believe
it.”

“Try me. Who’s the
snitch?”

“Let’s just say I was
meditating and got a divine inspiration,” said Meredith. “What’s
the deal, Bill? A biker bar in Pacoima? We got a closet Hell’s
Angel here or what?”

“Or what.”

Meredith uncurled her legs and hunched
over her desk, pushing papers aside and focusing on the notes she
was taking.

“What can you tell me…and
don’t give me a no comment. I can find out more from the Sheriff’s
office where our star spent last night. Give me something more
positive to print.”

Meredith chewed on her pen, and
discovered she was holding her breath. It was a finesse she had
learned many years before. Phone-line silence made most people
uncomfortable.

“Okay,” sighed McLaren
finally. “You’ll have to confirm what little I know somewhere else,
piece by piece, because you can’t quote me—and it’s far from over
yet. You know I’m going to have to tell my boss I talked with you.
I’ll tell him that you tracked me down and forced me to talk or
else you’d print pictures of our nightly news anchor with a
collie!”

Meredith smiled and quickly ended the
call, then dialed the local Sheriff’s office to confirm the report
on Joey O’Neal’s arrest. Deeply focused on organizing her notes,
she was surprised when Sonia knocked on her door frame to say,
“good night.” A felt hat was pulled down over the secretary’s head
of thick curly hair and a poncho, a poor re-creation of the 70s,
was tossed over her shoulders. Meredith thought about initiating a
fashion discussion then quickly dismissed it.

“We’ll talk tomorrow,” she
mouthed, glancing furtively toward Bettina’s office.

“Sure,” Sonia replied
passively as she turned to leave. Meredith realized it must be five
o’clock. Sonia had two time disciplines: punctual and tardy, the
former at quitting time, the latter, any other time.

“Ito!” Bettina’s shout
pierced the late afternoon quiet.

The slight man dutifully and silently
appeared at the office door seconds later, adjusting his glasses as
he arrived. “What?” he asked, his face immobile, his voice, a flat
tone of compliance.

“Coffee, please, Ito, then
go take your night off!”

He bowed only slightly and disappeared
toward the kitchen. Meredith settled back into the chair across
from Bettina’s desk.

“Now, what’s this major
break you’ve been on this afternoon?” Bettina stood up, turned her
chair around and straddled it backward. Meredith was always amazed
at the pretzel-like ability she displayed when she was on the trail
of a hot story. Straddling her leather and chrome desk chair was
the only physical activity other than smoking and typing that
Bettina had ever displayed in front of her staff. “A substitute for
sex” Sonia called it. In public Bettina added sipping champagne and
making very big entrances at Hollywood parties.

“It’s a big story—but it’s
not complete yet and we have some decisions to make,” Meredith
began.

Ito reappeared bearing a tray with two
steaming cups of coffee. For four years Meredith had explained that
she never drank regular coffee and for four years Ito had persisted
in delivering it to her desk at least three times a day. Sometimes
she drank it, usually she tossed it down the bathroom drain. Today
she accepted the china cup with resignation and took a
sip.

“Joey O’Neal had a major
altercation with a fan last night, apparently two young guys
followed Joey…”

“An ardent fan story?”
sighed Bettina.

“I’ve always admired your
ability to cut to the lead” said Meredith. “But stick around,
you’ll like this one. The couple apparently followed Joey to some
biker bar in Pacoima…” Bettina’s raised her eyebrows, her curiosity
piqued.

“When one of the men
tapped Joey on the shoulder and asked for an autograph, Joey
exploded—you know how big he is. He apparently pummeled the little
guy right into the ground. Or at least into the hospital. The
bartender doesn’t watch late night TV—at least not
Dark Streets—and didn’t
recognize Joey. He called the cops, who arrested Joey and tossed
him into jail!”

Beads of moisture appeared on
Bettina’s upper lip. Her dark eyes had taken on the famous Bettina
Grant intensity. She leaned forward to hear more.

“Like it so far?” smiled
Meredith.

Bettina waved a hand impatiently.
“Tell me the rest of it. Then type it up for me so that I can get
it onto the wire tonight.”

“There is no ‘rest’ of it
yet. The young fan is in Angel of the Valley hospital. Doing okay
but has a security detail. No one’s talking. I got a beat on his
home phone and tried to reach his family but no one’s answering.
Joey’s lawyer Myron Bernstein paid bail and picked him up less than
an hour after he was booked. Bernstein is not available and no one
at the network is talking.

“Way I see it we have two
choices. One, we can run the story as we have it and turn the rags
on to it. They’ll get the rest of it, the juicy stuff, when it
unravels tomorrow. Advantage for us—we broke it first. Or, we can
sit on it, hope that there’s not a leak and file it tomorrow night
with more of the details. Advantage—bigger, better story, nothing
left but the sniper fire for the rags. Disadvantage—someone else
may get wind of the story and break it before us.”

Bettina ran an anxious hand through
her hair. “We don’t know why Joey turned on the kid or what he was
doing in the biker bar, right?”

“Right, and we don’t know
if there might be a relationship between Joey and the kid that no
one may know about. Maybe he wasn’t just a fan following an
idol.”

“What about the hospital?
Can we find a nurse or an orderly who’ll talk?”

Meredith shook her head in
frustration. “Get Real. You know as well as I do the havoc that
kind of hearsay wreaks. Fodder for the lawyers. Leave that for the
rags—it’s not our style. Or policy.”

The two veteran Hollywood journalists
had a filing cabinet-full of information from fringe sources. In an
earlier era, Elizabeth Taylor had been in the hospital and a
talkative orderly had crocheted a fanciful tale about orgies in
Taylor’s ward. A rare and uncatalogued illness threatened the film
star’s life and, according to the orderly, had already left her
without eyesight. Photographers milled around every entrance to the
hospital, reporters disguised as visitors and delivery people
skulked down hallways. The news stories were so fanciful that the
real truth behind Taylor’s hospital visit was never revealed. Her
publicists and agents may well have figured there wasn’t any reason
for an official story. Hollywood was having too much fun making up
its own.

“Then what’s the next step
for Big Joe,” Bettina asked.

“I think you, personally,
should call the producer of the Dark
Streets,” said Meredith. “They’ll be
taping the show right now. You know him. Maybe he’ll level with
you.”

Bettina thought about it. “You know
they’ll talk to Joe about this. What do you think he’ll do? Release
a statement? Deny? Threaten to sue? All the usual
behaviors?”

“It’s late in the day and
the show is already in progress. Whatever he does will be done
later. I think we’re safe with whatever part of the story we do
have. I’ve confirmed it all.”

“Can you hang
around?”

“Sure,” said Meredith,
feeling a familiar frustration. Late hours forced by Bettina’s
special stories were nothing new and this would have been the only
night of this week when she was not pressed into service covering
one or another Hollywood party, screening or other excuse for
wining and dining the press. The months of November and December
were Hollywood’s busiest months with rush screenings of films held
for release until the end the year in order to be considered in the
year’s Oscar contest, and a myriad of other holiday
parties.

Bettina swiveled her chair back to the
desk and picked up the phone. Meredith sat in silence trying to
think of another source she might call to learn more about the
unfolding drama of Joey Neal. Ito passed silently through the room
heading toward the outer offices to empty waste baskets before he
left. Meredith idly followed him into her own cocoon. She sat down
at her desk and began to scan her phone lists for inspiration. Ito
quietly replaced trash cans he’d emptied, his backpack over his
shoulder as he was on his way for his weekly time off.

“Hot story?” he asked,
startling her.

“Tough one.”

“Good. The boss lady’s
happier when she’s on the trail of a hot story.”

“You two have the most
unusual relationship? Do you even like her?”

“More or less. But she
eats stories—and people—for breakfast,” said Ito. “No other life in
this house,” he went on, “once you and the one with the big mouth
are gone for the day.”

“Good grief. What do you
call me when I’m out of ear-shot?”

“Cutie.” He
grinned.

“Why do you stay here?
You’re too smart for this kind of job.” Meredith whispered loudly
after him.

“The job is interesting.
Fan stuff! I love Hollywood,” Ito turned to answer. “And besides
the food is good.”

“You should know—you cook
it.” Meredith’s mugged.

“Exactly,” he said with a
totally uncharacteristic wink.

“Shit, shit, shit,” barked
Bettina. Meredith jumped from her desk and made a fast trip through
the other offices to the columnist’s den. Ito had disappeared into
the darkening shadows of the large
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