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About the Book


Ari Gold is known for his ruthless approach to deal-making and client relationships that made him one of, if not the, most powerful and sought-after agents in Hollywood until he retired in 2011. In his new book THE GOLD STANDARD, Gold will illuminate, for the first time, his unique, effective and, some would say, outrageous philosophies on running a successful business, client management, employee motivation, keeping a happy home life, and other keys to his many successes. Brash, emphatic, instructive and always wise, Gold’s book will rival business and leadership bestsellers the world over. In his own words and with his trademark enthusiasm, Gold’s tome will be the only book anyone wanting to make something of him or herself will ever need.


Ari Gold says: “In my humble opinion, if you want to run a successful business this is the only book you’ll ever have to read. And my humble opinion is never wrong.”








About the Author


Power agent Ari Gold received his undergraduate degree from Harvard University before earning his J.D./M.B.A at the University of Michigan. He is the co-founder, former Senior Partner and co-CEO of Miller/Gold Talent Agency and former owner of Terrance McQuewick Agency where he represented a long roster of A-list celebrities. He lives in Los Angeles with his wife and two children.








AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Gold Standard is a satire of life in Hollywood and the peculiar business of show business. Some celebrities’ names and real entities and places are mentioned in this book to provide an illusion of verisimilitude. All such real names are used fictitiously. And all names of people in Ari’s imaginary past—schoolmates, clients, and friends—are completely made up.








INTRODUCTION


My first meeting in Hollywood was with a man named Chaim Roth. Not the character Hyman Roth from The Godfather, but a 310-pound Jew who was just as powerful. Chaim had started a record label in 1965, the year I was born, when he was twenty-one years old. I don’t remember if he discovered the Beatles or the Monkees or if he came up with the term groupies during a sweaty tussle with some of the jailbait he stocked on his yacht, L’Chaim. Doesn’t matter. Fact was, Chaim Roth owned the music business when I arrived in Hollywood in September of 1990.


Chaim had a mansion in Beverly Hills and liked to fly his own plane to another mansion in Palm Springs (how he managed to shimmy his giant ass into the tiny cockpit of a twin-engine Piper Aerostar is beyond me). He’d fly the nine minutes instead of making the two-hour drive because, as it was told to me, Chaim Roth’s time was worth more than gold.


My father had an aunt who had a cousin who had a friend who went to school with Chaim’s brother’s friend or something. At the end of the day we were both members of the chosen tribe, and that was as close as I could come to having a connection in Hollywood back then. Somehow it was enough to get me the meeting.


Fresh out of law school with my JD/MBA, two hundred grand in student loans, and the 1979 Toyota Corolla that my grandfather left me in his will, I drove to LA with the one suit I owned, prepared to make, as my father would say, a lasting impression on Mr. Roth.


Roth had a fancy office near the water in Santa Monica. The parking fee in his garage was more expensive than the suit I was wearing. The meeting was set for 8 a.m. and, not wanting to risk being late, I checked in with the receptionist at 7:30.


“Ari Gold for Chaim Roth.”


I felt important. I was there to see the boss.


“You’re early.”


I nodded.


“He’s usually late.”


I felt less important.


The receptionist was a pretty redhead named Caroline. Growing up in Milwaukee she dreamed of being an actress, but after five years of Hollywood disappointment and a couple of amateur “art films,” she was on the verge of giving up and heading back to Wisconsin, where she could once again be the prettiest, most talented girl in town. A girl who would never again have to perform fellatio while a director screamed at her, “Trust me, this is going to be the next Carnal Knowledge!”


When I told Caroline that I was new in town, she responded with a closed-mouth half-smile that said, I hope you last six months, then head back to whatever shithole you’re from with nothing but a herpes sore to remind you of what a miserable fucking place this is when you fail.


7:45.


I flipped through a Hollywood Reporter. Goodfellas was number one at the box office, and there was a big article about Sylvester Stallone’s impressive growth as an artist between Rocky IV and Rocky V. The author compared him to Paul Newman. I thought Dennis Miller was more on target when he said Sly’s acting had less range than a Daisy air rifle.


Caroline asked if I needed some water. I said sure and almost spit it out when stinging bubbles hit my tongue. It was the first time I had ever had sparkling water.


Caroline cracked a smile.


9:30.


I’d watched half the office come and go, most sneering at the overdressed kid in the lobby. No one in the record biz wore a suit. Thanks, Dad.


10:30.


Roth finally rolled in, cigar in his mouth, still wearing his golf spikes and yapping on one of those ten-pound-brick cell phones. He covered the receiver with his doughy hand and whispered to Caroline, loud enough for the beach vagrants to hear, that he was on the phone with Madonna.


10:40.


I looked to Caroline for some guidance because not only had Roth not acknowledged me but he had also spent the last ten minutes prepping a bagel while stuffing his face with lobster salad (flown in from Sable’s New York at sixty dollars a pound—worth it!) and talking shit about how grunge music would never catch on and he was one hundred percent certain that the dirtballs in Nirvana would be back to selling weed by November.


Chomp chomp chomp. Mayo and lobster that I wouldn’t be able to afford for years was flying like his mouth was a goddamn wood chipper as he talked. Disgusting.


10:50.


Twenty-five years later I go nuts when I think back to how that prick made me wait for three hours, but at the time I brushed off the disrespect. In my mind, I was just like Charlie Sheen in Wall Street, waiting all day outside Gordon Gekko’s office. All I needed was five minutes to impress the guy and then he would immediately kick-start my inevitable ascent to the top of the Hollywood sign. Unfortunately, Chaim was no Gordon Gekko and I didn’t get five minutes.


“Mr. Roth will see you now.” Suddenly, Caroline was cheerful and accommodating. Roth, meanwhile, continued feeding his fat face a few feet away like I didn’t exist.


“Come with me.”


Following Caroline down the hall, I couldn’t help but notice the perfect shape and buoyancy of her ass (which I would slap repeatedly while banging her in a bathroom stall at the Brown Derby a few months later) and it reinvigorated me. I was certain that I was about to have a life-changing meeting. Caroline deposited me in Roth’s cavernous office and scampered back to her desk.


“Take a seat.” Roth bellowed as he entered his office, wiping at a stain on his massive polo.


Chaim’s office was plastered with gold records and industry awards, along with framed photos of him partying with the biggest acts of the day—poolside with Bell Biv DeVoe, red carpet with Guns N’ Roses, courtside at the NBA All-Star Game with Vanilla Ice.


“So, what do you want to do with your life?”


I was startled by the complete omission of small talk but tried not to show it. Fact was, I knew exactly what I wanted to do—I wanted to be an agent—but I didn’t want to seem abrasive or presumptuous, so I hedged.


“Well, sir, I’m not totally certain—”


He cut me off midsentence and started sifting through the messages on his desk.


“Come back when you are.”


I was stunned. I was hurt. A million thoughts rushed through my head. My father’s deep voice rang in my head: Remember, Ari, always take the high road.


I painted scenarios. I’ll figure out what I want and Roth will see me again, open up the heavens, and let me fuck all the virgins in Hollywood, three at a time.


I heard my father again: Take rejection with the same class you accept approval, Ari.


Roth must have been shocked that I was still sitting there. He raised his eyebrows.


“Who sent you here again?”


My father’s words kept coming: Be a mensch, Ari, always.


“You know what?” I said. I could feel the words forming deep inside, the words that would help set me on the path. “Fuck you!”


“Excuse me?” Chaim was now staring at me full on.


“Fuck you!!!!”


I jumped up, knocked Bobby McFerrin’s “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” Grammy off Chaim’s desk, and just charged out, my father’s voice now shouting in my head, Noooo! As Roth yelled out for Caroline to call security as he followed me down the hall, I felt a surge of adrenaline that made my dick hard. Roth was seething, nostrils flared, like a wounded buffalo poised to charge. I’ll admit I was terrified as Roth screamed obscenity-laced threats and promises, but at the same time I felt a strange sense of power. As the elevator doors closed, I gave him the finger.


I knew at that moment that I was not my father. That wouldn’t be the last time I cleared off some asshole’s desk, and I was already looking forward to the next time. I was gonna fuck people up in this town.


While driving back from Santa Monica to the two-bedroom apartment I shared with Andrew Shue and two JAPs named Debbie from Long Island, I made myself two promises: I would not stop working until I was in a position to make Chaim Roth feel as small as I felt in his waiting room, and never again would I contemplate not being direct. Chaim Roth gave me a gift that morning in Santa Monica. He gave me a target. And in 2013, after I purchased his record label out of bankruptcy, I sent him a handwritten thank-you note along with a signed photograph of me sitting in his old office, eating from a vat of lobster salad under a shiny new GOLD RECORDS banner.


I would love to tell you that my success in Hollywood was fueled completely by passion and creativity instead of aggression and ambition, but that would be a lie, and this book is about uncensored honesty. I want my children to read this when they’re older and apply the principles to their own careers. I want them to understand why I had to miss some of their recitals and basketball games in order to stay late at the office or attend important networking events at the Playboy Mansion. I want them to understand what separates winners and losers in life and what it means to build an empire and protect your crown.


The following are my rules to rule by.


You’re welcome.








PART I
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VISION








RULE #1
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You Don’t Have Any Power Until You Have All the Power




“I’m not a businessman, I’m a business, man.”


—Jay Z




When people ask me what business I’m in, I borrow words from my man Jay Z: “I’m not a businessman, I’m a business, man.”


My clients are movie stars, athletes, business authors, restaurateurs, cartoon dogs, and dead rock stars. I can pick up my phone right now and call thirteen current heads of state and they will pick up. When Seth Rogen wanted to kill Kim Jong-un, who do you think he called first? I own at least two percent of every social network worth visiting. I have the green light to kill a $200 million movie or a Kodiak bear if I feel like it, and four Nobel Prize winners did the chicken dance at my son’s bar mitzvah. It took me a long time to get to the top of the food chain, and my journey began in earnest when I learned what is, perhaps, the most important rule of success: You don’t have any power until you have all the power.


My wakeup call came in January of 1990, in an auditorium at the University of Michigan, where I was getting my JD/MBA. At the time, I was ambitious and eager, but I was also sloppy. I didn’t understand that every aspect of my life, from my wardrobe to my wallet, had to be in sync in order for me to matter. Don’t get me wrong, I was top of my class and I slayed a ton of ass, but I also wore Birkenstocks in public, rocked a Jewfro and a Hootie and the Blowfish goatee, and had enough body fat to make finding my dick difficult. Unacceptable.


I had attended a number of speaker panels during my time in grad school and always walked out unsatisfied. This panel was different. For starters, it began late, despite the fact that the first two panelists arrived early. Jim Bennington was a VP of corporate strategy for IBM and a total middle-management douche who sported a comb-over like Christian Bale in American Hustle. Janet Williams worked for the US transportation secretary and had been a key lieutenant in President George H. W. Bush’s election effort. Her bright blue suit had shoulder pads that made her look like the kicker for the Detroit Lions.


Janet and Jim had to wait in their seats like assholes for twenty minutes until the third panelist arrived. And what an arrival it was. The third guy strode up on stage like a panther, decked out like James Bond. He was shouting at the top of his lungs into his massive mobile phone, and for a full three minutes he stood on the stage and proceeded to ruin whoever was on the other end, completely ignoring the four hundred people in the audience, let alone the two robots on stage.


“You have three seconds to wake the fuck up or I’ll have Whitney walk off The Bodyguard and you can see if you can get the mom from The Cosby Show to replace her. I’d love to see if Claire Huxtable can sell records.”


The whole place was captivated. The girl sitting next to me started biting her lip and shifting in her seat, as though this guy’s aura was making her moist. Finally, Bond closed the phone, sat down, and said “Let’s get this started. I’ve gotta be on a plane in fifty-five minutes.” Badass.


His name was Quinn McBride and he was a talent agent at CAA in Los Angeles. Up to that point, I always assumed that when grad school ended, I would go to New York or Chicago, work for GE or some big law firm, and then spend the next thirty years padding my 401k. But those mundane dreams were incinerated five seconds into that panel. Janet and Jim had carved out nice little careers for themselves, but it was evident that McBride was the only one on that stage with power. At one point during the program, he got into a heated argument with the other two panelists about whether he, Quinn McBride, was more powerful than the president of the United States. The mere fact that the others engaged in the debate and felt the need to defend their positions (Janet Williams worked for Bush!) reinforced McBride’s superiority. Twenty-five years later, I have no problem defending McBride’s argument myself.


The president can’t eat a hamburger or get a hand job without the press jumping down his throat. Power is not defined by one’s position, but rather by one’s ability to enact change on a whim. The president can’t always use his power because of congressional cock blocks. I, on the other hand, routinely move billions of dollars around the world, construct and topple empires, and shape international culture, and I do it all without having to take shit from anyone.


Presidents are not afforded the luxury of discretion, which is why they don’t truly max out their power potential until they become ex-presidents. Nobody on the planet wields as much power as a former president of the United States. Ex-presidents of the United States don’t need congressional approval to combat the world’s problems (they just call me). Ex-presidents are also able to cash in on the strongest personal brand on the planet by giving speeches around the world to companies run by men and women who crave power but will never attain it.


Most Fortune 500 CEOs don’t have real power because, at the end of the day, they are controlled by the products they push. Spitting on a sandwich and buffing your sack on it at a fast-food restaurant are child’s play compared to what some of my clients have done. I’ve had clients make sex tapes with teenagers and terrorists, but my brand never suffers. In most cases, in fact, my brand grew with each scandal. Such is the nature of my core business, in which publicity is king and power is attained not by moving product but by moving people.


Fifteen minutes into the panel, McBride dropped the line after which this chapter is named: “You don’t have any power until you have all the power.” The douche and the kicker scrunched up their faces, but neither dared challenge the validity of the statement. Only the animals at the top of the food chain control their destiny, McBride said. Only the lion is certain of his invincibility. Everyone else walks through the jungle scared that, at any moment, a more powerful beast could jump out from behind a tree and rip out his throat. Today, I am happy to report that I fear no beast. I am too feared, too revered, and far too diversified for any individual or organization to threaten my station, regardless of whether I’m sitting in Beverly Hills or lounging poolside outside a villa in Italy (as I am right now).


The panel was way too short. I didn’t want McBride to stop talking. He was unlike any other speaker we had ever had before—uncensored, unfiltered, and brutally honest. When the program ended, McBride got a standing ovation even though he didn’t stick around to acknowledge the crowd. He pulled the huge cell phone out of his bag as he walked off the stage.


“What the fuck do you know about age-appropriate casting? You put Ian Ziering on 90210, and he has grandkids.”


He didn’t miss a beat, and I was committed to following in his footsteps.


By the time graduation rolled around, I had received several six-figure job offers from companies willing to place me directly into middle management. They dangled great benefits and offered to pay back my student loans. Luckily I recognized that power is never attained by chasing security-driven shortcuts. Power is earned through vision, commitment, and a godlike confidence in knowing that you could do yoga in a maximum security prison shower and no one would so much as glance at your flexible ass.


I have heard a lot of so-called business experts make the claim that in today’s fluid economy there is no such thing as a career path. What a load of shit. Most kids today just don’t have the patience to chart a career path or the stones to follow through. They don’t want to risk failure or start at the bottom. They lack the vision to eschew the six-figure fast track to suburban sedation in favor of chasing the $25K mailroom job that will provide them with the skills it takes to become a predator.


Six months after I moved to Los Angeles, I landed a job in the mailroom of the Terrance McQuewick Agency (TMA). I spent a full year learning the ropes of the Hollywood business and observing the daily routines of a handful of powerful people as I dropped off their mail and delivered their cocaine. I then spent another year as an assistant before being promoted. In those first two years, I answered phones, grabbed coffee, and tracked down my boss’s kids when they bailed on rehab. I picked up mistresses from the airport, picked up prescriptions, polished awards, and was forced to stay at the office until I learned how to make an acceptable macchiato. Most of my classmates at Michigan (and Harvard before that) would have considered all of those tasks beneath them. But I knew better. It wasn’t about the tasks themselves. It was about proving that I could be the best at every task I touched. Many of my peers at the agency didn’t survive those first couple years. I was promoted to junior agent faster than anyone in company history.


I spent the next decade rising through the ranks at the TMA before leaving to start my own agency, Miller/Gold. Less than five years later, I bought TMA and became the undisputed heavyweight champion of Hollywood.


A couple years ago I reached out to Quinn McBride, who at that point was slowing down but still had a sweetheart production deal at Paramount. We had lunch at the Palm, and McBride pointed out all the women who had used his pole to vault their careers forward before earning the right to have their likenesses painted on the restaurant walls. After laughing about how we shared a few of the same conquests (two high-profile casting directors and a news anchor), I told McBride the story of how he had inspired me to become an agent that day at Michigan decades earlier. He smiled proudly, like Obi-Wan to my Luke.


“You did good, kid. Now don’t fuck it up.”


For the rest of the lunch we sat across from one another, for the first time, as equals. Man to man. Agent to agent. Jedi to motherfucking Jedi.
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ALWAYS ANNOUNCE THAT YOUR SPOUSE IS IN THE CAR


If your wife is in the car with you and your phone rings, always answer by saying “my wife is in the car” before engaging in conversation. You never know what the person on the other line is going to say, especially in this town, where everyone swears like pirates and drops sexual innuendos as often as they drop names. The last thing you need is for an executive to say, “I just killed it for you today, Ari. You better chow my slippery box tonight.” Obviously it’s a joke—at least it usually is in my life—but it will take at least twenty years of couples therapy to undo the damage caused by that momentary flirtation.








RULE #2
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Happiness Can’t Buy Money




“If you dance on a pole that don’t make you a ho.”


—Usher




Don’t waste time worrying about work/life balance or looking for your best self, sham “secrets,” or any other snake oil being pushed by sloppy hippies who have never built a business, let alone a bankroll, or you will wake up twenty years from now poor, pissed off, and primed for a midlife crisis. The cheap beer and strange ass that made you happy at twenty-five won’t get you wet at forty-five.


Happiness is a booty call—available and satisfying, but after a few hours you’re ready to call an Uber and get back to your real commitments. The idea that someone could or would want to experience uninterrupted happiness over a period of days, let alone years, is ludicrous. Anyone who feels pleasant and bubbly all the time is either mentally disabled or hooked on crack. Money, on the other hand, is steady. You can spend it, invest it, or light a little bit on fire in an intern’s ass. Either way, money gets to sleep over.


Money is a resource that makes it easier for you to find your purpose and achieve your goals, not because you are buying happiness but because you are eliminating the desperation that drains happiness and distracts you from your purpose. As my man George Jefferson said, money sure do keep the unhappiness away.


Weak-minded people often try to confuse sedation with happiness, as though the only way to be happy is to piss away the day fly-fishing, sewing cat sweaters, or planning boring dinner parties that make me want to commit Japanese ritual suicide. Retirement isn’t a goal; it’s a sentence.


I retired once, and I’d rather be forced to rewatch Unbreakable than do it again. My retirement lasted six days. I moved to Italy. I painted. I smashed grapes to make my own wine, I planted a vegetable garden, and I made love to my wife morning, noon, and night (and my wife is a yogi who can take it from behind even while facing me). For most people, my retirement setup would seem like a dream come true, but it was a nightmare for me. I woke up sweaty at four o’clock in the morning on day 5 realizing that I hate paint, I hate wine, and I fucking hate vegetables. Thankfully, I still love fucking my wife, but it hit me that if I went back to work I could love fucking her in my office like I did when we were twenty-five. And I could make money. Money money money.


When Bud Fox asked Gordon Gekko, “How many yachts can you water-ski behind?” in Wall Street, he was missing the point. (By the way, “Greed Is Good” was the title of my undergraduate thesis in 1986, a year before the movie came out, and my advisor grew up in Stamford with Oliver Stone. I’m just sayin’…)


Buy yachts, stuff cash under your mattress, or give half a million dollars to a German shepherd rescue, like I did, because your daughter cried watching Rin Tin Tin. I don’t care. Just make sure you have the option. The Wu-Tang Clan said, “Cash rules everything around me,” and they were one billion percent correct.


The “money can’t buy you happiness” people are the same jerkoffs who coined the word workaholic, as though loving what you do for a living is a disease on par with malaria or obesity. More than even loving your family, there is no more important ambition than finding a job that you love. If you don’t, you’ll reek of self-loathing like a porn star who can’t get the box cover, and your family will hate you for it. Loving your work doesn’t mean finding a job you can tolerate for eight hours a day, but rather a job that gets you flying out of bed in the morning like a Jack Russell who just had a firecracker stuffed up his ass. Was I ever addicted to my job? Damn right I was. You’re fucked if you aren’t. You better scratch and claw like a Chilean miner to find a gig worthy of gettin’ hooked on. Unlike your hobbies or your spouse, you gotta do your job every day regardless of whether or not it gets you revved up.


I’ve got more balance in my life now than Cirque Du Soleil, so if you want to follow suit you’d better get started yesterday, because the world is flat and I know thirty million guys named “Kevin” in Bangalore willing to work through the night to ensure that you’ll be running their call centers in twenty years. Fight fight fight and get that money money money. ’Cause happiness can’t buy even a nickel.
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