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			For Lisa: My wife, best friend, and soul mate 
who always wanted me to be honest with myself

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

		

	
		
			You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, “I have lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.” You must do the thing you think you cannot do.

			—Eleanor Roosevelt

		

	
		
			An “orgy of disclosure.” That’s how the journalist, Jason Fagone, characterized News Junkie in a profile he wrote about me. “It feels like the outpouring of a guy who realizes he’s been destroyed by the secrets he’s kept and vows to never keep one again.”

			It’s true. News Junkie is a book I needed to write. Everyday, I would wake up and try to expose the secrets of some corrupt politician or corporate executive. Yet, I was haunted by my own dark secrets. I felt like a hypocrite and a fraud. 

			So yeah, I purged myself of feelings of guilt and shame in the pages of my memoir. I confronted my demons. I was brutally honest. It was the only way I could tell my story. 

			I wanted you to feel the adrenaline rush when I landed my first scoop. I wanted you to experience the metamorphosis after I snorted my first line of cocaine. When I was at my lowest point, standing on the George Washington Bridge, looking over the side of the railing into the Hudson, I wanted you to understand why I seriously considered jumping. When I met my wife, Lisa, I wanted you to see my soul mate. 

			I thought breaking my own story would finally set me free. I thought it would be my path to redemption. But I fucked it all up. 

			The first edition of News Junkie was published in May 2006—right around the time I erroneously reported that George W. Bush’s former deputy chief of staff, Karl Rove, had been indicted by a federal grand jury over his role in the unauthorized disclosure of a covert CIA operative’s identity. I had been writing about the Valerie Plame affair for more than two years and, after speaking with FBI sources I had cultivated, believed I scored an exclusive. I rushed to publish a story based entirely on anonymous sources. My colleagues in the media pilloried me when the case was closed with Karl Rove escaping a perp walk. 

			It did not help my cause that I wrote a book and revealed that I was a convicted felon, recovering drug addict and alcoholic, liar, and thief at the same time I had asserted, without so much as a single caveat, that one of the most powerful men in politics was going to be prosecuted. It didn’t help my cause that the story I wrote was published on a website called TruthOut. It didn’t help my cause that I had repeated the same exact mistakes I had copped to in News Junkie, which I vowed never to repeat again. 

			I paid dearly for botching that story. It cost me my credibility. Karl Rove called me a “nut with Internet access” in his own memoir, Courage and Consequence. 

			I’ve spent the past eight years methodically rebuilding my trustworthiness as an investigative journalist. Instead of relying on anonymous sources, I use the government’s most coveted documents (which I obtain through the Freedom of Information Act) to break news. 

			During the course of my reporting, I stumbled upon a family secret that had been concealed from me. It explained why I have been compelled throughout the course of my two-decade long career to chase down secrets. The remarkable and disturbing discovery forms the basis for the next installment of my memoir. 

			I realize that I left a lot of carnage behind and News Junkie does not address the people who trusted me whom I have hurt. To you, I sincerely apologize and ask for your forgiveness. 

			I’ve changed since I wrote my memoir. I’m a father now. I can finally look back at my life and say that all of this shit I carried around for so many years is truly in the past. Good riddance. But this book is about the choices that I made before that realization. This is the story of what my life used to be like. This is what it was like to live inside of my skin. This is what it felt like to be a news junkie. 

			—Jason Leopold, July 2014

		

	
		
			News Junkie

		

	
		
			ONE

			I guess you could say I was lucky. Maybe I was in the right place at the right time. Perhaps some higher power was looking out for me. Whatever the explanation, something made me call Steve Maviglio one Sunday afternoon in July 2001.

			Maviglio had been Governor Gray Davis’ press secretary for nearly a year and was miserable. He hadn’t had a girlfriend in three years and people were beginning to question whether he was heterosexual. He was forty-two years old and lived alone in Sacramento with his cat, Enzo.

			His job was to make the governor look good by any means necessary, and Maviglio considered himself gifted at turning a bad situation into a positive news story. The lonely bachelor despised reporters, particularly those who called him only for information. His primary nemesis was a feisty reporter for The Wall Street Journal, Rebecca Smith. Whenever Smith called Maviglio for a comment, she’d push his buttons with, “Can’t you do better?” or “Is that really what you want to say?” I would see Maviglio turn beet red, veins popping out of his pockmarked forehead, when he was on the phone with Rebecca.

			Maviglio and I, however, got along quite well. I genuinely liked the guy. He could count on me for a good laugh. At least once a day I would send him e-mails making fun of the governor or the other reporters. We were both transplanted East Coasters. I’m from the Bronx. He grew up in New Jersey, a total Guido. When we reminisced about East Coast cuisine, I discovered that Maviglio had a soft spot for hot pastrami on rye, so I surprised him with one when he was holed up in the governor’s Los Angeles office doing damage control on the energy crisis.

			I spoke to Maviglio more than any of my other sources. It made me feel important to say that Governor Gray Davis’ press secretary was a friend. When Maviglio flew to Los Angeles, I would pick him up at the airport and comp his meal on my Dow Jones American Express card. Most of the time Maviglio seemed depressed and sounded robotic, never showing any sign of excitement. I always felt the need to cheer him up.

			And though I made him feel comfortable enough, Maviglio kept secrets about the energy crisis close to the vest. When it came down to it, he knew that I was a journalist first and a friend second, and that I might sell him out for the price of a good pastrami sandwich.

			When I phoned Maviglio that fated Sunday afternoon I was jonesing for a story. He answered on the first ring.

			“Yo, motherfucker.”

			“What’s up?”

			“What’s wrong this time?” I said. “You in need of an escort?”

			Suddenly he asked, “What do you know about this investigation by the SEC?”

			Oh yeah, the Securities and Exchange Commission investigation. Bill Jones, a Republican secretary of state and a fierce critic of Governor Davis, wrote a letter to the SEC insisting on an investigation into the governor’s energy consultants buying stock in energy companies during contract negotiations.

			When power utilities ran out of cash in 2001, California went through a half-dozen blackouts. Eventually, the state had to assume the role of buying electricity. The consultants’ job was to convince the energy companies to sign long-term contracts with the state so that further blackouts were prevented.

			Maviglio’s voice sounded strange that Sunday. I sensed he was worried, so I tried bluffing him about my knowledge of state affairs.

			“Well, the SEC is seriously looking into the issue.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Jones’ office told me. They got a response from the SEC saying so. In fact, I am going to write a story about it.”

			“Any idea who they would be investigating?”

			“Everyone and their mother.”

			“Did Jones’ office give you any names?”

			“Yeah, but I can’t tell you.”

			“Come on, asshole.”

			“Anyone who bought stock in energy companies during the negotiations.”

			Due to the fact I was a business reporter with experience dealing with government agencies, Maviglio bought my bogus SEC tale hook, line, and sinker. Then it hit me.

			“Steve, did you buy stock in any energy companies?”

			“Off the record?”

			“Sure.”

			“Yeah.”

			Jesus H. Christ. I just hit the jackpot.

			“During the negotiations?” I asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“Which ones?”

			“Calpine.”

			“How much?”

			“About twelve thousand dollars.”

			Maviglio also said he owned some Enron stock, but that he bought it in 1998. No matter when he bought it, it still made him look tainted.

			If the SEC discovered that Maviglio invested in Calpine and was speaking publicly about the company in a way that boosted its stock price, it would appear as if he had an ulterior motive to increase his own financial stake.

			Maviglio was present during contract negotiations and knew which companies were signing contracts with the state, for how much, and for how long. He admitted to me that he never filled out the financial disclosure form that everyone who works in state government is supposed to complete before they’re hired. The form is also supposed to be turned in every year. Because Jones was making a stink about consultants failing to complete the paperwork, Governor Davis instructed his staff to dot the i’s and cross the t’s on all the financial disclosure forms so that his political enemies were deprived of attack ammunition. Once Maviglio turned in his disclosure form, it would be evident that he bought Calpine stock during contract negotiations, and would lose his job as a result. Davis had already fired five consultants who were heavily invested in a company that signed a contract with the state.

			The energy crisis was spiraling out of control, and Gray Davis had already accused Enron of ripping off California, calling the corporate hierarchy “snakes” and “robber barons.” California’s Attorney General Bill Lockyer told a The Wall Street Journal reporter he would like to see Enron’s CEO Ken Lay get raped in prison.

			A week earlier I asked Maviglio why the governor was spewing venom at all the other energy companies but left Calpine unscathed. Davis had even posed with Calpine’s CEO Pete Cartwright for a photo that ran in several newspapers. If the SEC found out that Maviglio had invested in Calpine and was grooming the company publicly, the conflict of interest would appear, to put it mildly, inappropriate.

			“Dude, you’re fucked. Big time.”

			“Thanks, asshole. Like I don’t know that already.”

			“Why the fuck did you do something so stupid?”

			“Because everyone told me it was a good investment and that I could make a lot of money.”

			“You’re going to jail”

			“Fuck you. You better not write about this. Everything I told you is off the record. The only people that know about this are you, my broker, and my lawyer.”

			Why Maviglio suddenly decided to confide in me I’ll never know, but there was no way in hell that I was going to zip my lips on this bombshell story. I immediately phoned Andrew Dowell, my Dow Jones Newswires editor, at his New Jersey home. I always called Andrew on weekends, and I’m sure his wife hated me for it. Whenever I called, they’d be out to dinner, or in bed. But journalism isn’t a nine-to-five occupation. If you get a call from your editor saying you have to cover a story, you can’t say, “It’s not my shift.”

			“Drew, it’s Jason.”

			“What’s up, dude?”

			“Am I disturbing you? Are you in the middle of something?”

			“We’re eating dinner, but what’s up?”

			“You are not going to believe what I just found out. I was on the phone with Maviglio and we were talking about this whole SEC crap that Jones sparked, and I asked him if he invested in energy companies and he said, ‘Yes.’ That he invested in them during the negotiations.”

			“Holy shit! Which ones?”

			“Calpine and he owns some Enron stock, too, but he said he bought the Enron in ninety-eight.”

			“What a fucking idiot! Dude, you’re amazing. Tell me about the conversation you had with him.”

			“Well, here’s the problem. He told me everything off the record.”

			“What! He can’t do that. Call him back and tell him you have to report it.”

			“I can’t. I’ll lose him as a source.”

			“Dude, you have to report this major story. Davis is trying to make it look like his consultants didn’t do anything wrong. These guys are buying stock using inside information. That’s criminal.”

			“I know,”

			“So what are you going to do?”

			“Let me work on him. I mean, we wouldn’t be putting this out on the wire today right?”

			“Nah, no one’s around. But we should definitely put it out tomorrow.”

			“Okay.”

			“Good work, dude.”

			“Thanks.”

			  

			The off-the-record rule in journalism is one of those unwritten agreements journalists make with their sources. Like a handshake. But there’s no law that says if you print anything off the record you’ll go to jail. It just means that your sources will distrust you and it makes the job of getting information far more difficult. There comes a time when a decision must be made on how far you’re willing to go to get the story. I decided then that I was willing to cross ethical boundaries and risk my relationship with a key source to use what Maviglio revealed to me “off-the-record.”

			I’m not a unique case in the history of journalism. Reporters routinely cut corners for a juicy story. I’m not looking for a way to excuse my behavior. I’m just saying that it happens more often than you might think. All journalists have their own set of personal rules, and some actually take them seriously. They’re the ones who slam on the brakes when a traffic signal changes from green to yellow. Others like me speed up and race through the intersection before the light turns red.

			There is no feeling like breaking a news story. The only thing that comes close is when you snort that first line of coke and all insecurities vanish and you feel like you can conquer the world. The first time I felt that white powder trickle down my throat, everything in my life became perfect. Suddenly I was taller, better looking, and the pain of being rejected by my parents disappeared. High on coke, I could talk for hours with total strangers, and was no longer afraid of being rejected by women. Everyone was my friend. It was love at first sniff.

			For years I tried chasing the feeling of that first high. The pathetic thing is that it never came back, and I nearly destroyed myself and my loved ones in pursuit of it.

			Somehow I managed to keep myself employed and even moved up the ranks at several news organizations as a full-blown junkie and alcoholic. There were times when I would go cold turkey for a month or two, but then I would start the drinking and drugging all over again. I even tried to OD one night by snorting one impossibly big fat line. My heart raced so fast that I was convinced it was going to burst through my chest or shut itself down—but the fucker kept on ticking. Worst of all were those high hours of extreme paranoia, when I feared that rats were in my underwear and were going to crawl up my body and chew my face off. I’d strip off my clothes and stand naked in my bedroom, swatting at my genitals. This drug-induced terror was worse than death.

			After enduring this sort of behavior for an entire year, my wife Lisa finally came to the conclusion that I was going insane. Incredible as it sounds, I managed to hide my addiction from her. Lisa is what drug addicts call a normie. She’s never been drunk, never experimented with drugs. She couldn’t spot a drug addict if he was sleeping right next to her. The quality of Lisa’s innocence attracted me to her, and I thought she could save me from myself. Deep down I wanted to be like her, but I enjoyed being out of control and self-destructive. When Lisa could no longer deal with my psychotic episodes, she visited a therapist who told her that she was living with a drug addict. We went to see this therapist together, and the next thing I know Lisa’s crying and telling me she knows I’m on drugs and that if I don’t get help that she’s going to divorce me. Of course, I denied everything and walked out. My first instinct was to jet to some other state where I could hide out—alone, with my drugs.

			Then I had what addicts call a moment of clarity and walked two miles to my mother-in-law’s house, knocked on the door and with my last bit of hope pleaded, “Help me.”

			I chose to ask my mother-in-law for help because she treated me like her own flesh and blood. It was nothing like the stereotypical in-law relationship portrayed in books or movies. We were friends. She knew everything about me, or so she thought.

			Still, I was sure that when the dust settled she and everyone else in Lisa’s family would judge me, just like my blood relatives judged me. My father always compared me, particularly my intelligence, to the other children in our neighborhood, who apparently were all geniuses.

			On my wedding day, my father asked me if Lisa knew everything about me, all the sordid tales of my life. I said, “Yes, she knows everything.”

			“Wow. I don’t think I would be so accepting if Michelle brought someone like you home,” my father said, referring to my sister. That’s when I stopped speaking to my parents. It was either that or commit suicide. My father’s words made me doubt myself and wonder what my wife saw in me.

			A bed was reserved for me at the rehab clinic and my mother-in-law and her sister, a psychoanalyst, drove me there. When I arrived, I was interviewed by a doctor who asked:

			“Did you do cocaine last night?”

			“Yes.”

			“How much?”

			“I don’t know. Two, three grams.”

			“Do you smoke?”

			“No.”

			I smoked like a fiend but never in front of people. My mother-in-law was sitting in the chair next to me and I didn’t want her to know that I smoked. Here I was admitting that I ingested a shitload of cocaine, but denied being a smoker because I was afraid of what my mother-in-law might think.

			This was the same rehabilitation clinic in Marina Del Rey in which Kurt Cobain was confined the day before he escaped, flew back to Seattle, and blew his brains out. My rehab began like Cobain’s, through intervention. And like Cobain, I hated myself and wanted to die.

			After a month in that clinic I went home and have been sober ever since. I attend Alcoholics Anonymous meetings regularly. But I replaced my addiction to drugs and alcohol with an addiction to breaking news stories. Once you get a taste of the notoriety and the incredible feeling of power that come from breaking news, there is nothing else like it. Even in sobriety, I behaved like a drug addict. Instead of trying to cop a gram of coke, I was now hounding sources to see if they had any good scoops.

			The anticipation of getting a news story, of being the first one to uncover a major development or a top-secret document, made my legs twitch and teeth chatter just like when I would be close to scoring an eight ball of coke. My sources were now my dealers, and I called them whenever the high from breaking a previous story was beginning to wear off.

			I woke up at 7:00 a.m. Monday morning, showered, got dressed, and headed to a coffee shop. This was my morning routine. The only way I was able to work and stay high-strung was with my quadruple macchiato. Four shots of espresso in my stomach and pow—I was a freight train. The reason I got along so well with the French when visiting Paris was that I drank more coffee and smoked more cigarettes than they could. I only knew five French words and I would repeat them over and over: “Un café, s’il vous plaît.”

			The Dow Jones Newswire Los Angeles bureau, of which I was chief, was only two miles from my house. The bureau housed two other reporters and was not your typical newsroom. It was a small space—one room to be exact—no bigger than a studio apartment in Manhattan. But we had an amazing view of the Hollywood sign from the fifteenth floor of the Wilshire Boulevard high-rise. Three large file cabinets and two dividers separated me from the other two reporters. Some genius thought that putting dividers in a 300-square-foot office would invite a level of privacy, but I could tell you everything that went on in my fellow reporters’ lives.

			Because Monday was going to be a big news day, I needed to get pumped up. I turned on the CD player in my car and cranked up Slayer’s Seasons in the Abyss. The combination of strong coffee and heavy metal was like a shot of instant adrenaline. I felt mean. I clenched my teeth, looked in the rearview mirror, and made a mean face like the Mafia figures I admired. I lit a cigarette and sucked it down to the filter. After rehab, I kicked the drugs but still couldn’t stop smoking.

			Jessica, the other reporter who covered energy, got to the office an hour after me. She had just graduated from a journalism school in Texas and this was her first real reporting gig. Unlike most neophyte reporters I’ve worked with, Jessica had passion. I think she fed off of me. I told her the whole story about Maviglio buying stock in Calpine during the contract negotiations and she was floored.

			“Shit, man, I wish I got that story.”

			“You wanna work on it with me?” I offered.

			“Hell yeah!”

			I figured that having another reporter on the story would serve two purposes: one, it would take some of the heat off because I could pass the buck to Jessica and make her call Maviglio for a comment; and two, it would show my superiors in New York that I wasn’t one of these reporters who refused to share a byline.

			I told Jessica we needed to figure out how to report this story without having me call Maviglio and tell him to come clean.

			“Too bad Bill Jones doesn’t know about it.” Jessica said. “You know he would immediately put out a press release on this.”

			The last thing I wanted was for anyone else to get this story, and Jones had this terrible habit of using the Los Angeles Times to break stories. I hate that—politicians using the biggest newspapers to pimp their own agenda and deprive everyone else in the press a fair shot at the same story. I wasn’t going to let that happen.

			I figured a way to use Jones to help me report the scandal. I told Jessica to write the story as if we were going to send it out on the wire. Then I told her to be ready for my call.

			On a traffic-clogged drive to a noon haircut appointment, my brain was seething with the story’s repercussions. The public had a right to know that the Davis administration was padding pockets as a result of their knowledge of the energy crisis. Fuck worrying about violating journalism’s code of ethics, I rationalized. The story was too fucking big.

			On the barber chair, I called Bill Jones’ Communications Director.

			“Beth, hi, it’s Jason Leopold with Dow Jones. I need you to do something for me. It’s going to really benefit Jones.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“What I am about to tell you is highly confidential and I don’t want you to let anyone know that it came from me.”

			“What is it?” she said, almost whispering.

			“Steve Maviglio bought stock in Calpine during the contract negotiations. He also owns stock in Enron. He was in on the talks with the generators and he bought about 12,000 dollars worth of stock in Calpine afterward. He hasn’t handed in his form that says what his financial holdings are, but I want you to call the Sacramento Bee and leak this story to them.”

			“Jason, this is really big. Are you sure about this?”

			“Yes. I spoke to Steve yesterday and he told me this off the record. I need to report this story. I want you to tell the Bee that you found out from a mole in Davis’ office that he bought the stock and hasn’t told anyone in the state yet.”

			“Oh my God. He should be in jail. What he did is…”

			“Listen, Beth, I’m on a deadline here.”

			“Okay.”

			“After you call the Bee I want you to call Jessica Berthold in my office and tell her the exact same thing you told the Bee. But don’t tell her you spoke with me.”

			“Why?”

			“Because that’s how I’m going to break this story.”

			Then I phoned a Republican energy industry source and made him all hot and bothered with the Maviglio story, asking him to leak it to the Los Angeles Times.

			I chose the Bee and the Times because the Sacramento newspaper champions itself as being ahead of the curve on political scandals, and the Times is so slow and methodical that they’d give Maviglio the impression that they’d been looking into his stock purchases for weeks. Both papers wouldn’t be able to report my discovery until the following day, but the wire service I worked for could break it immediately. Voila, the story would be sent out to the top newspapers and half a million subscribers, and I’d get credit for reporting it first.

			This was the most fulfilling haircut of my life, and I didn’t even bother looking at the result. It hadn’t even been twenty minutes since I asked Beth to spill to the Bee, but already I received an urgent voicemail.

			“Leopold, it’s Maviglio—I need you to call me NOW!”

			My heart started racing. I didn’t want to call him. I gripped the steering wheel as tight as I could until I felt pain in my knuckles. I tore the cuticles off my fingers with my teeth until my fingers started to bleed. Now I felt alive. It brought me back to my childhood, when I was about to get hit by my father. I knew I had to speak to Maviglio, otherwise he would know for sure that I was the source of the leak. I practiced my greeting out loud. I wanted to make sure I sounded like I had no idea what was going on. I punched the steering wheel and dialed his number at the governor’s office pressroom. He answered right away.

			“Hey… What’s up?”

			“I’m going to fucking kill you. You told the Sacramento Bee about me.”

			To avoid beatings at the hands of my father, it had paid to be defensive and at least sound like I was telling the truth.

			“Are you out of your mind? What the fuck are you talking about? I never spoke to anyone at the Bee. I hate those bastards.”

			“Well, I just got a call from the Sacramento Bee and they said that Jones’ office told them that I bought stock in Enron and Calpine. The only people I told about that are you, my lawyer, and my broker.”

			“Dude, think about this for a second. How would it benefit me if I told the Sacramento Bee? That makes no sense. Did you tell anyone in your own office about this?” I asked.

			“The press office knows, but that’s it.”

			“Any chance anyone there would have said anything?”

			“No fucking way. I don’t know how the fuck Jones could’ve found out. This is fucked. Now I have to go to the Governor and fucking tell him about this. I really hope you didn’t say anything because if I lose my job I’m gonna kill you.”

			“Come on, dude. First of all, you know Jones is on a rampage and he has connections at the SEC.”

			Maviglio slammed the phone down. Back at the office, Jessica was a nervous wreck. She said she got a call from Beth at Jones’ office that the Sacramento Bee and the Times were running Maviglio stories in the next day’s paper.

			“Relax. I leaked the story to Jones.”

			“You what?” There was disgust in her voice.

			“Look, we needed to report this story. Sometimes the public good outweighs everything else. Maviglio never should have told me this off the record.” I was lying. I didn’t give two shits about the public good. At least not then. I simply sensed a big splash and wanted to boost my career and my ego.

			“Well, what should we do now?” asked Jessica.

			“I want you to call Maviglio and tell him that you got a call from Jones’ office about him buying shares in Calpine and Enron. I want you to ask him how much he bought, whether he intends to sell the stock, and if he thinks it was a conflict of interest.”

			Jessica was dreading the call as much as I was, but I used her to stay as far away from Maviglio as I could.

			My only contribution to the story was a comment from Bill Jones and a quote from the Fair Political Practices Committee, a state agency that decides the punishment for government officials who break rules about financial disclosure. I called Jones first. His secretary patched me through and Jones didn’t even wait for a question.

			“Hi, Jason. This latest news is extremely troubling. Steve Maviglio should immediately resign as press secretary. He should immediately sell the stock and I am asking that the SEC investigate Mr. Maviglio to determine if he broke any laws.”

			I didn’t need anything else. Jones said it all. This is one reason journalists are not supposed to befriend their sources. If it ever gets to the point to where you have to expose your source for one thing or another, emotions can take over and you hesitate about writing the full story. But I wasn’t one to hesitate, not even with Maviglio, whom I hung out with and genuinely liked.

			I called the Fair Political Practices Committee office and the spokesman there read me the conflict-of-interest code stating that any state employee who has a financial interest in a company while doing state business with the same company can be heavily fined. And if the SEC investigated Maviglio, he could very well be jailed for insider trading.

			I desperately wanted to get this story out on the wire. When Jessica hung up, she let out a huge sigh and said she felt really bad for Maviglio. I did, too. I knew what I was doing was sleazy.

			“What did he say?”

			“He said he’s not selling the stock, that he wasn’t involved in the negotiations, and that he has no business dealings with any of the companies he invested in.”

			“Did he say anything about me?”

			“No. He actually was pretty understanding. He said he knew he would have to talk about this sooner or later.”

			Jessica wrote up her part of the story, and we shared a byline. It took about forty minutes total, between writing and editing, before it went out on the wire. The headline was damning.

			GOV’S PRESS SECRETARY BOUGHT ENERGY STOCK WHILE STATE NEGOTIATED POWER CONTRACTS: SEC OF STATE CALLS FOR SEC PROBE

			The next day every major newspaper in California had picked up the story and the Sacramento Bee and the Los Angeles Times wrote their own versions. Jessica and I shared a fifty dollar award from Dow Jones for breaking the story.

			By the end of the week, every daily newspaper in California called for Maviglio’s resignation.

		

	
		
			TWO

			I hate thin-skinned crybaby reporters. Journalists are supposed to be tough, like overcooked steak, thick enough to deflect all the harsh criticism. That’s what every editor tells you when you start out. But most of the reporters I know can’t take a beating, especially if it’s from a competitor like me.

			Apparently, I gave the competing papers and wire services a good whipping. That’s what my editor, Arden Dale, told me in December 2001 when I won Dow Jones Newswires’ Journalist of the Year award for a series of stories I broke on California’s energy crisis.

			When Arden called to tell me about my award, I thought she was going to say, “Jason, we’ve figured out you’re a complete fraud. You’re fired.” Doesn’t she know that I have no idea what I’m doing? Am I that good of an actor?

			You could say that I got many scoops through unconven-tional means. I shared sources with competing reporters on the energy crisis, and those sources would give me the skinny on what my competitors were up to. Then I would run to post my own version on Newswires before it appeared anywhere else. This isn’t the usual way reporters get their stories. The usual hack is assigned a beat, and his job is to find out everything that happens on that beat. You’re supposed to cultivate sources, whether it’s the librarian, janitor, cop, senator, or local grocer…anyone who can feed you information. You can’t just sit at your desk and wait for a story to fall into your lap, and you can’t rely solely on your sources. You have to do the digging on your own, whether it requires reading the police blotter or the city council agenda. I lucked into the best sources in the business: senators, congressmen, CEOs, stock traders, federal officials. Whenever they got a call from a print or television reporter asking specific questions about the energy crisis, my sources would call me immediately to spill on what was going to be reported. It was the ultimate tip service.

			“Jason, it’s Richard.”

			“Hey, buddy. How are you?”

			“The Chronicle is going to report that Davis wants the state to buy Southern California Edison’s transmission lines to keep the company from going bankrupt. You got ninety minutes before the story is posted online.”

			“Got it. Dinner Friday at Spago?”

			“Deal”

			All I needed to do was confirm the leak, get a comment from some state official, a stock analyst, and a spokesman at the utility, and then send the story off to be edited. A scoop is a scoop. In my opinion, as long as you are the first one who reports the news, you own the story. It doesn’t really matter how you get it. Other journalists will whine about ethics, but that’s a load of crap. If reporting a huge story required journalists to pimp their mothers, there would be a lot of elderly hookers on the street.

			People ask me how I cultivate sources and get people to talk. It’s easy. If I’m talking to a distraught mother, I become her son. If I’m interviewing a CEO, I’ll become the loyal employee. I like to think that my own gift is to make people feel comfortable enough to spill anything.

			Sources know I’m tenacious and hungry, and get a good high from a good story. My wife Lisa calls it a “vulnerable sweetness” that makes people feel safe around me. She says it’s one of the reasons she married me. And it made Lisa, her family, and Maviglio trust me—even when they shouldn’t have.

			I took a trip to Sacramento in January 2001 to size up the competition and see how much they really knew about the energy crisis and whether I was ever in danger of being scooped. About twice a week, Governor Davis held press conferences at the Capitol building. That’s where most of the competing reporters got their “snooze.”

			In the corridor outside, the pressroom reporters spoke to editors on cell phones and avoided speaking to one another. But everyone knew who was who. Overweight, khaki-wearing print journalists with thin notebooks stuffed into back pockets are easily distinguished from television reporters who wear designer clothing and smell good. Stylistically, I fell somewhere in between the two. I wore designer jeans and expensive button-down shirts. My shoes were “Handmade in Italy” and always polished. I tried to put myself together well, though I’m self-conscious about my weight and when I look in the mirror I don’t like what I see. I figured that draping my body in the same clothes male models wore in ads would help. It never did.

			Much of what the so-called professionals reported came directly from news releases or press conferences, and most rarely went beyond the pressroom for quotes or information. When journalists asked Gray Davis a serious question like, “Governor, what are you going to do to ensure blackouts don’t happen in California this summer?” Davis deflected it and defended his record.

			“Before I was governor there were no new power plants built.” Davis would say. “Now we have twelve.” Blah, blah, blah. The governor reminded me of that guy in the movie Airplane! who bores other passengers so much that they commit suicide to avoid another tedious moment.

			I knew how much of a threat the competition posed by the quality of the questions they asked. A reporter who asks an in-depth question has a good handle on a story and could scoop you. You never want to ask too many leading questions, otherwise you risk giving away the meat of your story and other reporters would no doubt catch on.

			I naively thought that breaking stories on the energy crisis would impress working journalists to look up to me as the new Bob Woodward or Carl Bernstein. But instead of following up on my scoops and going after bad guys, the press corps attacked my credibility. Reporters go out of their way to discredit journalists who continually scoop them. Otherwise they have to explain to their editors why they aren’t breaking the same stories. When the press corps rejected me I convinced myself that the whole goddamn world was conspiring against me. All I wanted was to be accepted as a member of their club.

			What I found out about my competitors is that most of them are a bunch of lazy fucks who are less inclined to dig for the truth than report bureaucratic bullshit and then go home for the day. They weren’t interested in the relentless, gumshoe reporting I shot my wad over. Luckily for me no one in the Sacramento press corps was smart enough to end my writing career by exposing me as the felonious thief and drug addict I was.

			Maviglio provoked my paranoid outbursts, telling me that other journalists had me in their gun sights. He told me about taking calls from reporters from the Sacramento Bee, San Diego Union Tribune, and San Francisco Chronicle, all asking him if there was any truth to a just-posted Newswires story.

			“Well, what did you tell them?” I demanded.

			“I said I couldn’t confirm it.” Maviglio said.

			“You fucking cocksucker! You know damn well that story is one hundred percent accurate. You fuck.”

			Maviglio laughed at my outburst. I think he enjoyed pushing my buttons.

			“Can you pick me up at LAX Friday?” Maviglio asked.

			“Yeah, I guess. What time are you getting in?”

			“About 2:00 p.m. Can we stop and get pastrami sandwiches on the way to my hotel?”

			“Sure. I hate you. See you Friday.”

			Ever since my story on him appeared, Maviglio was continually trying to poke holes in my articles to keep reporters from following up on my stories. Maviglio knew that the worst thing he could tell a reporter about someone else’s scoop is “no comment.” With each “no comment,” Maviglio planted a seed in reporters’ minds that the story in question could be false. Because I used anonymous sources in my more explosive stories on the energy crisis it became difficult for newspapers like the Los Angeles Times and the San Francisco Chronicle to verify my claims.

			Newspapers have rules about using anonymous sources. Some refuse to use them; others make exceptions depending upon the seriousness of the story. Editors are, by and large, skeptical about anonymous sources. Tipsters usually have an axe to grind. But the only way I was able to glean information about the energy crisis was to quote anonymous sources. Initially I pressed executives at energy companies to go on the record, but they were frightened of being fired or sued by their employers for leaking proprietary information. These same executives told me “off the record” that their companies were breaking market rules to exploit the crisis and boost their company’s bottom line.

			At a financial newswire, we commonly quoted anonymous sources. Investors trade stocks based on rumors every day. As soon as a story I wrote hit the wire, it would influence the stock price of any number of energy companies I identified in my report. That was a huge ego boost; it meant that people read my stories and trusted the information.

			When the Sacramento press corps followed up on my scoops, often they quoted bureaucrats who disputed my reporting. But time and again, the truth eventually proved them all wrong.

			For all my preaching about thin-skinned journalists, I must admit that nobody’s skin is thinner than mine. Maviglio knew that I would become hostile and insecure every time someone in the press corps picked apart one of my stories. And by promoting distrust of my stories’ facts, Maviglio often prevented them from getting bigger play.

			In August 2001, I broke a story about Viju Patel, an advisor to Governor Davis who oversaw negotiations on the state’s investments in long-term energy contracts, and how he was invested in Allegheny Energy Supply, an energy company with which the state, through Patel, was negotiating a four billion dollar energy contract.

			I discovered that Patel sold his shares in Allegheny a few weeks after he helped the state close the books on the four billion dollar contract and before the public knew about the deal. That’s insider trading. The SEC rule “Regulation FD” (FD standing for Full Disclosure) means that if you know something about a publicly traded company before the rest of the world, you have to wait to buy or sell your shares, or else you’ll go down.

			My story identified Patel as the eleventh official whose personal financial interests conflicted with their state job keeping the state plugged in. The dozens of advisers that the governor hired to negotiate power contracts didn’t turn in financial disclosure forms, the same form that Maviglio forgot to fill out, when they were hired by the Davis administration in January 2001, shortly after three consecutive days of blackouts rolled through California. When the media found out that some of Davis’ energy advisers were also cutting side deals with their brokers, the shit hit the fan. Everyone who worked for the state on energy matters had to sell their energy stocks or quit. Maviglio eventually sold his stock in Calpine and Enron and doing so probably saved his job, although his public excuse was that he unloaded his shares because they were becoming too much of a “distraction.”

			The scandal forced Davis to fire five of his advisers who bought and sold energy stocks on inside information weeks earlier. It also resulted in Davis taking a beating in the press for two weeks; his blindness to malfeasance inside his administration made the energy crisis even worse. People lost confidence in the governor’s ability to stop the crisis from spiraling out of control. His approval ratings tanked so precipitously that the governor’s spin doctors came in to manipulate the only situation they could: the news. They started with me.

			Patel wasn’t a low-level adviser. He was executive manager of the California Department of Water Resources, the state’s water agency that was compelled to buy all of California’s electricity supplies when the state’s two biggest utilities became cash dry. Patel was a full-time state employee whose job was to oversee all contract negotiations.

			After requesting a copy of Patel’s financial disclosure form, I immediately spotted a huge story. Patel brokered the deal between the state and Allegheny and was once employed by Allegheny. Between Maviglio’s purchase of Calpine and Enron stock during the contract negotiations and now Patel’s sale of his Allegheny shares during the same period, there appeared to be a pattern of abuse at the highest level of state government. There was no way I could be ignored once I broke this story—this time I had documents to back it all up.

			On August 1, 2001, I called Oscar Hidalgo, spokesman for the Department of Water Resources, for a comment.

			“Yo, Oscar. What’s up, brother? It’s Jason.”

			I felt bad for the guy because I was about to tell him I was going to break news that would cause other reporters to ring his phone off the hook and force him to stay late at the office to respond to questions about my story.

			“Hey bro. How you doin’?”

			“Not so good, man. I have bad news. That financial disclosure form you sent me on Patel shows he’s got stock in one of the companies you guys signed a contract with…I gotta report this story.”

			“Dude, you’re killing me.”

			“I know, man. I’m sorry. Can you comment on it?”

			“Shit, I don’t know anything about this guy. Lemme call Maviglio.”

			Fuck. I was hoping to avoid Maviglio.

			“Okay. Call me back.”

			I started writing the story using the financial disclosure form as a primary source. I left four messages for Patel at the Water Resources Department but he never returned my call. It would have been nice to have a comment from him, but the form spoke for itself.

			Seconds later, my phone began ringing.

			“This is Jason.”

			“What’s up? It’s Oscar.”

			“Hey.”

			“I can’t get any info on Patel. I can give you a general comment.”

			“That’ll work.”

			“The details of the activities of all the traders who owned stock is still being reviewed. Once completed, it will be released publicly in the next week.”

			I added that lame-ass comment to my story, sent it off to the copy editors for a quick edit, and waited until it hit the wire. I rubbed my hands together like a mad scientist. At 4:27 p.m. I saw this headline pop up on my computer terminal:

			Calif Pwr Mgr Held Stk In Co State Signed $4B Deal With

			My work was done for the day. I headed to Al Gelato, an Italian dessert shop that serves some pretty good cannoli. I was meeting Governor Davis’ personal assistant, a Korean girl who used the expletive “fuck” to describe every facet of her life, and drank socially like every day was New Year’s Eve. She was in Los Angeles visiting her parents. We became fast friends six months earlier because I knew how to make her laugh. Maviglio wanted to date the governor’s assistant but she rejected him, so I would tell her jokes about how Maviglio hit on his cat and the cat turned him down. I never pressed her for information about the governor, and I’m sure she had more dirt on him than anyone. But I genuinely liked her as a friend, so I stuck to that and never crossed the line when I hung out with her.

			She and I were chatting about Maviglio when my cell phone started to ring. I immediately recognized the number.

			“Oh, Mr. Maviglio. What a surprise. I’m sitting here with your woman, making fun of you. Your ears must have been burning.”

			He totally ignored me and started speaking loudly in a thick New Jersey accent.

			“Yo dickhead, you wrote a story that is wrong. Viju Patel doesn’t have nothing to do with those long-term contracts. He’s in charge of the office supplies. He sets up the chairs and makes sure the copy machine is working. He’s a glorified secretary.”
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