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Detective Steve Koman—LAPD Robbery-Homicide detective and lead investigator of the Joe Francis break-in.
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Parrish Medley—Entrepreneur and financial analyst. Shared office space with Rich Jardine.




 




Jared Merrell—Owner of J Star Motors in La Habra, car dealer to Paris Hilton and her friends.
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Jack Ninio—Former sportsbook impresario and professional gambler who divides his time between Mexico and Costa Rica; Heather Bernardcyk’s husband.
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Chuck Pacheco—Nightclub impresario, film producer, co-owner of Villa, and a good friend of Rick Salomon’s.




 






Charlie Pope—Anna Nicole Smith’s former lover.




 




David Reich—Second-generation sports agent, one-time confidante of Paris Hilton, Hollywood raconteur.




 




Ron Richards, Esq.—Attorney for, at various times, Darnell Riley, Will Wright, Timmy Iannello, Erin Naas, et al.




 




Darnell Riley—Debt collector, drug dealer, thief, boxer, fight trainer, burglar, Lothario. Serving 10 years, 8 months in prison for the Joe Francis home invasion.




 




Jerry Rosenberg—Fight trainer, former gym owner, and friend of Darnell Riley.




 




Rick Salomon—Director and co-star of 1 Night in Paris, Paris Hilton’s film debut.




 




Donald Thrasher—Friend of Rick Salomon; entrepreneur.




 




Alex Vaysfeld—Russian bail bondsman, boxing manager, and friend of Darnell Riley.




 




Kristen Williams—Actress-model, dated Will Wright and Louis Ziskin.




 




Will Wright—Film producer, man about town.




 




Louis Ziskin—Ecstasy kingpin, now serving 30-year sentence; dated Kristen Williams.
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PROLOGUE











I’ve got twenty-three years sober.




I started drinking at eleven, was a full-blown pothead by high school, upgraded to coke and heroin in college, and was sharing needles two years later, which earned me a lifelong case of hepatitis C, a liver the size of a football, and a functional heart murmur. By the time I was twenty-three, I was living at the Tropicana Hotel in West Hollywood with a raging drug habit, no skills to speak of, no talent for crime, and an ass that, even in my delusional state, I could tell wouldn’t draw market value out on Santa Monica Boulevard. I did what it took to get by, and I took out a long-term mortgage on shame, which I’ve been paying down ever since. Somehow, I found recovery, or recovery found me, and by the grace of someone else’s higher power, I edged my way back from the crumbling lip of self-destruction.




In recovery, there’s a concept they call “the bottom.” It’s a relative term, individually fashioned for the contours of each person’s addiction, but basically it refers to that point which you cannot dig beneath. When you start to skid, your bottom is where you come to a stop. It’s the personal endpoint on degradation and humiliation beyond which your vestigial self will not let you fall. Where you’re in the gutter, looking up at the curb and imagining it an unassailable height.




The problem is—and I think a lot of addicts will tell you this—that after the dope wears off, after your particular high pales and its grandeur and myth have ceased to sustain you, the thing that rushes in to fill that vacuum is the bottom itself. The degradation. The sick, exquisite rush of seeing yourself in a new, furtive light among the emotionally homeless—those without interior lives who wear their resources on their persons, costumes stitched out of bluster and desperation and the reflexive con. Where everything is more colorful, more dangerous, more real—all the things you were missing that led you into dope in the first place. A lot of us come for the drugs, but we end up staying for the addiction.




For me, the drugs were the easy part to give up. They promised something they never delivered. They were a little less effective every day: one more scam you walk straight into with eyes open, because someone figured out what you were looking for long before you got here. So I kicked, and I found a fellowship, and I worked it and it worked. But the bottom always stayed with me.




Twenty years later, and it’s the weeks just after 9-11. I’d carved out a living selling freelance articles to any magazine looking to juice their circulation with some celebrity exposé, something dark that settles over household names like radioactive dust. I was in New York taking my semiannual round of meetings with sympathetic editors—those whose continued patronage had not yet cost them more than they were willing to part with. But this time out, it was different. I was hearing an emerging policy line coming out of the mouths of hardened cynics and functioning alcoholics that did not favor my own jaundiced worldview:




“Ebner, we want nice,” the senior editor of a major American film magazine—maybe the last—told me in a midtown Asian-themed restaurant fifty blocks north of a smoldering slagheap they were still hoping to pull bodies out of. “We’re thinking about putting an American flag on the cover.”




I’d spent five years as a regular contributor picking at the loose threads of the American Dream. “Are you sure that’s the way you really want to go?” I asked. “I mean, shouldn’t this be the time when we’re asking questions?”




“They’re just not going to go for it,” the editor said, closing the book on our lunch meeting. I realized then that my days in print journalism were numbered.




Salmon swim upstream to spawn. The rest of us just resent those who float downstream with the current.




I needed a career change in a bad way. I had coauthored a book that became a New York Times best seller—an arch polemic called Hollywood, Interrupted that bit hard at the hand that fed me. I’d figured if I burned all my sources, it might finally force me to leave the rat’s nest. Six months later I was literally living in my van next to a park in Santa Monica with my two pit bulls. Apparently, a best seller and a quarter will get you a cup of coffee in this town, except you’d better make it a soy latte and $3.75.




Then out of the blue I got a message from someone at American Media, publisher of the Globe, the Star, and their crown jewel, the National Enquirer—the holy trinity of tabloid journalism. An old-school tabloid reporter had given them my name (“Ebner, you should come join us—see the world!”) and they wanted me to come to their offices in Boca Raton, Florida, and interview for a job. A plane ticket was on its way.




If it’s not apparent to the layman, there is no lower job in journalism than working for the tabloids. They pay for stories. They use each other as sources. They employ a situational ethics of the most robust variety: subjects are excused for reprehensible behavior one day because of some cooked-up synergy with the home office and then persecuted the next out of sport or spite. Stupidity is pandered to, stereotypes are reinforced with a vengeance, and every story features a moral to be found in that lacuna at the perfect nexus where our lowest common denominator intersects with the lesser angels of our nature. The tabloids are where you book transit when you’re not planning on coming back.




After checking into the deluxe, extended-stay hotel in AMI’s football field–size office park and picking up my rental car—which I would never use—I walked across a central plaza to the pumping heart of the scandal universe. Everything was flamingos, palm trees, and aggressive pastels—it looked like the opening credits of Miami Vice. Escorted through a sprawling newsroom big enough to bring down a standing president, I was deposited outside the office of editor in chief David Perel, visible to me through a glass partition. The waiting area literature consisted of the latest Enquirer, which I discovered you can read from start to finish in approximately fifteen minutes, and the contents of which made my teeth hurt. I had just done the crossword puzzle—and think for a moment what kind of crossword might be published in the National Enquirer—when he rapped on the glass and waved me in.




“Ebner,” he greeted me like we were old friends—or more probably, like he saw in us a common pathology. “I read all your clips. Good stuff. By the way—you finish that crossword puzzle yet?”






“Yeah,” I said.




“Then you’re hired.”




And before I had time to second-guess, I was on a plane back to L.A. It was now January 2004. For the first time in my adult life, I was making a five-figure annual salary I wouldn’t be embarrassed to see published in a daily newspaper. I had a health plan, a dental plan, an expense account, and a generous travel allowance. I had a corner desk in Santa Monica six blocks from the ocean. In one strange turn of fate, I was suddenly an adult, a taxpaying citizen, and a reenfranchised member of society. Because what they did produced rich bouquets and overflowing fountains of money—so much money that it even trickled down to people like me. American Media’s combined circulation was 5.4 million; the New York Times, by contrast, was barely over a million. I felt like part of an elite military machine, and all I’d have to do to be a part of it was to kill someone with my bare hands.




On a typical day, I’d get into the office about 8:30. First thing I’d do was register the verbal memos about who had been granted immunity: We’re not touching Sylvester Stallone—we’re going to do a magazine with him; he doesn’t get any coverage. It was all very pleasant.




Next, I’d see if they had me assigned to any story for the day. Let’s say they’ve got a blind tip. “Attention: Elizabeth Taylor might be dying today.” I’d get in my ’69 baby blue Volkswagen bus with the hand-tinted windows and I’d drive up and park in front of her estate discreetly tucked into one of the canyons. I’d sit there all day recording license plate numbers for every vehicle that came in or out of her compound. Then I’d call them in to the office manager, who in turn would contact our mole at the DMV. One of the names that came back was actually one of our long-time stringers. Maybe they had a legitimate job inside and they just never mentioned it. But a more tantalizing possibility was that Elizabeth Taylor herself was controlling her portrayal in the tabloids. The Mossad guys who worked security for her—bullet-shaped Israeli ex–secret service agents who knew how to break all 206 bones in the human body—would come out and knock on my window and ask me what I was doing. I’d tell them, “I’m doing the crossword puzzle.” I couldn’t have been more obvious. That assignment happened more than once.




Or my bosses would send me over to the San Fernando Valley to Annette Funicello’s house—Mouseketeer emeritas and television’s first consensus pinup, now debilitated by multiple sclerosis. My assignment was to knock on the door and when someone answered, try to get a good enough look at her to assess her condition. As her thankless caretaker tried to maintain her civility for the fifteen seconds of our encounter, I spotted Funicello across the room from the back, shaking in a chair, excused myself, and reported back. Somehow, these people were always inches away from death, and yet they tended to live out their lives.




But the one thing I discovered was that I had an affinity for crime stories. However much a reporter from the National Enquirer is reviled in places like Los Angeles or New York, he is a rock star in the depressed midwestern states that make up his readership. In some small town, peeling a handful of C-notes off the Chicago roll in my pocket—with an unlimited amount I could have wired in on request—I could put food on somebody’s table for months or satisfy the most vicious methamphetamine habit. I would troll the wire feed or atrocity Web sites or skim small-town papers for days on end until something caught my eye—“Fetus Snatcher,” let’s say—and then suddenly I was on a plane that night to Kansas City, Missouri, driving the next morning to Melvern, Kansas, population 429. And then, just like in In Cold Blood, I was walking down a farm road two weeks before Christmas, on my way to doorstep the farmhouse where Lisa Montgomery had returned two days ago, having crossed the state line into Skidmore, Missouri, and cut the living fetus out of the womb of twenty-three-year-old Bobbie Jo Stinnett, who died hours later. She had planned to raise the child here as her own.




When no one answered the front door, I walked around back. There through a gap in the chintz curtains, I could see the remnants of the family’s postponed Christmas holiday: a forlorn tree, half-decorated, unopened presents, and stockings above the fireplace—one too many for the number of reported family members, the last one a tiny red bootie half the size of the others. An image at once maudlin and horrifying—this was my lede. While I was scribbling in a reporter’s notebook, a haunted man in a faded pickup truck pulled into the driveway and rolled down his window.




“Can I help you?” he said firmly.




“Sir, I’m from the National Enquirer, and—”




That was all he needed. “Get off my property,” he said, “or I will call the police.”




I made the front page of the local paper the next day.




At a truck stop on my way out of town, an overweight convenience store clerk confessed to me that she had been pregnant a few years back when Lisa Montgomery had stared at her belly for an uncomfortable period of time. That became my follow-up story idea: “It Could Have Been Me.” And her kids got extra presents that year.




Or take the BTK Strangler, half a state away in Wichita, Kansas. BTK stands for “Bind, Torture, Kill,” a kind of how-to mnemonic offered by serial killer Dennis Rader in his taunting letters to the press between 1974 and 1991. After a fourteen-year hiatus, he picked up the correspondence again when his guilt presumably got the better of him. By the time we were onto it, Rader had been pretty well picked over by the national press corps. So my assignment? Make him gay.




Of course, this married father of two, Cub Scout leader, and devout Lutheran never exhibited the slightest tendency toward homosexual behavior. But this was not a problem for the resourceful reporter. First I went through his roster of known acquaintances until I found a woman at a local university who was a lesbian. Source One: Proximity to lesbians. Next I phoned the only gay bar in Wichita and asked the owner whether it was possible that Rader might have been there any time in the past. He answered, “Sure, I guess it’s possible.” Source Two: Locked. And for Source Three, I twisted the arm of a criminal profiler on call out of Alabama until he suggested that the BTK’s father had probably molested him as a child.




One, two, three sources: Gay BTK. It wasn’t quite the UFO beat, but it was something akin to investigative fiction; the trick was to see how much you could get away with without being sued, and the Enquirer had it down to a science. I wrote probably thirty bylined stories over the course of the year. I’m not even saying I was that good at it. I’d try for that sweet spot of the tabloid voice—overly solicitous, maybe even a little breathless, yet ultimately disappointed in the human condition—but I bet I hit it less than half the time. I suppose I could have gotten better if I’d stuck around longer, but for the most part it was the rewrite guy’s problem. The old guys there didn’t look like they were heading into a happy sunset.




I finally hit the wall in 2005 on the Dermot Mulroney-Catherine Keener bust-up. Two mid-level stars, both consummate actors, married with a kid, were filing for divorce, and on the strength of her left-field Oscar nomination for Being John Malkovich (her second was for Capote) and it being a slow news week, the story had some play. I had enjoyed Mulroney’s Celtic rock band, Low and Sweet Orchestra, once at the Troubadour and spent a charming half hour with Keener at Sundance one year, and they both seemed like genuine people. But I dutifully put a comment call in to Keener’s mother in Florida. She answered on the first ring.




“Mrs. Keener? Hi, this is Mark Ebner. I’m a reporter for American Media.”




First rule of cold-calling: Out in the heartland you’re from the Enquirer; with celebrities or their families you’re from American Media. It gives you an extra second to wedge your foot in the door.




“I’m reading a report here that says your daughter and Dermot have broken up.”




“Oh, really?” came a sad voice from the other end. “I was just there two weeks ago and they seemed really happy.”




I told her how sorry I was.




“You know, you seem like a nice man,” she said to me, the only person she had to commiserate with her. “I hope you do the right thing.” I thanked her and hung up. Then I sat there for a long time. It was my moment of clarity: there was no reason to do this story. Even on a slow news week, it didn’t make sense to me. These people had never hurt anybody. They weren’t out there driving drunk with their kids or clamoring for attention. They were trying to get through a difficult situation with their dignity intact. Plus it wasn’t going to sell papers. I called the publicist and told her I was off the story, and that I was burning the numbers and deleting my files.




“Mark, what’s got into you?” the publicist asked.




It was just a matter of weeks before they let me go. They had their reasons. While on assignment, I’d taken pictures of me embedded with the Minutemen on the Arizona-Mexico border and posted them on an unrelated Web site. I gave an interview to the Los Angeles Times on comedian Dave Chappelle, who had disappeared (to Africa, it turns out), where I said, “He’s my hero…If he stays far away from people like us, he’ll be fine.” Mainly, because this job came with a 95 percent burnout rate, they were trained to watch for early warning signs. I just manifested mine ahead of the curve. The day I saw the head of human resources gingerly making her way to my desk, I told her, “I’ve been waiting for you.” My severance check had already been cut.




One of the last stories I filed in those early months of 2005 was when Paris Hilton’s T-Mobile Sidekick was hacked and her phone numbers, T-Mobile notes, text messages, and private photos were released onto the Internet. My first instinct was that this was another “Oops, I Did It Again” moment: butterfinger ingenue keeps bobbling sex tapes and salacious photos, gets tossed back into the briar patch of bright media flame. I was one of the first reporters to see that material, and I filed the story for the Enquirer. But if this was a setup—and I was of the cynical cast of mind that everything you see in the media is a setup—then it was a particularly boneheaded one, since the private numbers of five hundred of her fellow celebrities and privileged insiders were compromised in the balance. This was a security breach on an order of magnitude above anything I’d ever seen: Limp Bizkit frontman Fred Durst with his erection in his hand and a caption that read, “Miss me?” Us magazine West Coast editor Ken Baker making party plans with Paris, and her reminder to herself to download her latest tidbit of gossip to him. All part of the same celebrity-industrial complex.




As I was going through her T-Mobile notes and cross-referencing them with her phone list, and then cross-referencing that with key dates in the Paris Hilton chronology, one item caught my eye. On September 27, 2004, at 12:58 p.m., there appeared the following listing:








Allan




Jewelry 510 336 3111




Darnell Ryley







There wasn’t an Allan in her phone list, but there was a Darnell Riley, right between Rick (Salomon, her ex-boyfriend, and the infamous director and costar of the 1 Night in Paris video) and Andy Roddick, a tennis star Hilton allegedly dated in October 2004, after first dating his best friend Mark Philippoussis, Tara Reid’s ex. Moreover, this date was the same week a story had appeared in the Rupert Murdoch–owned British tabloid News of the World, our major rival, featuring images from fourteen hours of videotape reportedly stolen two months earlier during a break-in at the home Paris Hilton shared part-time with her sister, Nicky, in the Hollywood Hills. Those tapes allegedly showed Hilton in various sex romps with former boyfriends Nick Carter and Jason Shaw, rolling and smoking a joint (in possible homage to the Pamela Anderson-Tommy Lee honeymoon sex tape) and, most controversially, using a racial epithet against two club kids of color who tried to invite her to a fashion show hosted by the rapper/TV star Eve.




The number following the word “Jewelry” dialed into a Bay Area company called Jewelry by Rosalina, whose owner/designer Rosalina Tran Lydster was the daughter of a Saigon jeweler who relocated to San Francisco during the war, and who appeared to make high-end costume jewelry for a celebrity clientele that included Paris Hilton and her parents Rick and Kathy. But what would Paris Hilton, “heir to the $300 million Hilton Hotel fortune,” as the spoken interlude to her reality show, The Simple Life, never tired of reminding us, need with costume jewelry?




If, as I believed, almost every story you see in a newspaper has been intentionally put there by interested parties, then a corollary to that belief is that in a field of famous names, it’s the ones you don’t know who signify the real story. My nose told me there was more there than met the eye, but I also had Christina Aguilera’s and Eminem’s private phone numbers to follow up on, so I let the matter drop.




Six months later, I got a call from Radar magazine to cover a court date that might be tied to a rash of high-profile, high-end burglaries. Girls Gone Wild mogul Joe Francis had suffered a bizarre shakedown in January 2004 when he was held at gunpoint by an unidentified African-American man and reportedly forced to make a premeditated, graphic, homosexual-themed pornographic video—certainly the by-product of someone’s heightened sense of irony. The assailant had been arrested fourteen months later and was now scheduled to make his first appearance in court, and his attorney was threatening to enter the tape into evidence. According to Francis, a key break in the case had come from none other than Paris Hilton, and the tabloids were reporting that Francis’s alleged assailant had also been a key suspect in the theft of the Paris Hilton tapes reported in the News of the World, as well as the ongoing crime epidemic attributed to the Bel Air Burglar, responsible for over two hundred burglaries in upscale Los Angeles over a three-year period.




The suspect’s name was Darnell Riley.




“You mean the guy who was in Paris Hilton’s phone list?” I asked.




My editors had no idea what I was talking about.




My planets had just come into alignment.
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THE HUSTLER, THE HEIRESS, AND THE SOFT-PORN KING











The video is stark and grainy, its color garish, almost fluorescent, from one too many generations of unauthorized copying. A figure lies facedown on a bed, his eyes glassy, his mouth puddled in a stuporous grin, his pants pulled down around his ankles. There is a remote-controlled, multi-pronged pink vibrator resting along the crest of his buttocks, lazily whirring in a clockwise motion, like a rotating finger. A whip-pan stage left shows a driver’s license pinned to a wall—a subtle parody of the countless porn ingénues forced to comply with Title 18, Section 2257 of the U.S. Code, the federal record-keeping law passed in the wake of the Traci Lords scandal to make sure the adult film industry stays that way. Except nobody here is acting brazen or flirty or petulant or even just the slightest bit naughty. It’s more like one of those hostage videos from war-ravaged Iraq, its subject disheveled, sleep deprived, and, just maybe, fearing something on the order of a live, on-camera beheading.




“My name is Joe Francis,” he says over and over in a damaged monotone. “I’m from Boys Gone Wild, and I like it up the ass.”




This blockbuster video, which you cannot buy through late-night TV ads or a vanity Web site, was to have been the centerpiece of what was shaping up to be the first Trial of the Century, an O.J.-size opus for the porn-drenched, fame-addled, meta-logical, proto-YouTube generation, slated for Los Angeles Superior Court in late February 2006. Police say Darnell Riley, now thirty-one, a Hollywood strong-arm enforcer, rough-trade Lothario, and now convicted burglar with an apparent taste for the good life, which he was willing to cultivate by any means necessary, planned to sell the tape back to Francis, thirty-five, the Girls Gone Wild impresario who parlayed a privileged Laguna Beach upbringing into a $100 million empire of ersatz sleaze—who for once would be playing the victim. The twist—the hook, as they like to say in Hollywood—is that the missing link in the case, in fact the Junior G-Girl whose phone call to police provided them with probable cause to execute a search warrant on Riley’s Hollywood apartment, was none other than accidental porn star and heiress aberrant Paris Hilton, the most famous reality-TV star in the history of the world. (Francis says they “dated”; Hilton begs to differ.)




Or at least that was how I spun it in my feature article in the November 2005 issue of Radar magazine titled “The Hustler, the Heiress and the Soft-Porn King.”




In the early morning hours of January 22, 2004, Francis returned home from a nightclub to his tony Bel Air mansion to discover the door unlocked, the houselights on, and a masked, light-skinned black man selectively placing his possessions into a Louis Vuitton valise “like he was on a shopping spree.” Francis, soft and doughy, quickly dissolved into tears, while the diminutive intruder held him at gunpoint for more than six hours, all the while talking to someone at the other end of a two-way radio. According to Francis’s police statement, after walking him from room to room looking for a safe, Riley removed a Sony DV camera and pink sex toy from a Nike backpack in what was obviously a premeditated act, telling his victim, “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a faggot,” and forced him into a makeshift porn audition tape, for which Riley attempted to extort upward of $500,000 in ten subsequent phone calls over the next six months. As dawn broke over the serpentine hills, the terrified Francis was eventually bound with black zip-ties covered with duct tape and forced into the back of his Bentley GT, which his assailant(s) left at the bottom of the canyon. (Francis’s Ferrari and Bentley, parked in the garage, can be glimpsed at the tail end of the handheld tape, and a woman’s voice heard faintly in the background.) Francis claimed he was robbed of personal property totaling $300,000, although in court records, Riley’s attorney, Ron Richards, put the figure at $14,800—a Rolex, a Sony video camera, a Picasso print worth $1,000, two pieces of Louis Vuitton luggage—and $15,000 in cash.




For the thousands of women who may have confused sexual empowerment with an alcohol-fueled lack of judgment when importuned to “show us your tits,” Joe Francis’s comeuppance at the hands of a twirling pink sex aid may seem like nothing short of poetic justice. Before his incarceration for contempt of court related to his legal troubles in Florida (and subsequent extradition to Nevada on tax fraud charges, which may have circuitously resulted from the preliminary hearing in the Riley case), Francis seemed to attract unwanted lawsuits and unwanted attention from the authorities on a more or less constant basis. At one time, he faced seventy separate charges stemming from spring break 2003 in Panama City Beach, Florida, when the mother of an underage girl claimed her daughter and three friends had been coerced by Francis and his professional entourage to appear naked and engage in sexual acts on camera, and to lie about their age. Francis was charged with racketeering related to prostitution, drug trafficking, and child pornography, and his private jet was briefly confiscated. The racketeering and drug trafficking charges were dismissed in November of that year when a judge ruled the hydrocodone and oxycodone pills seized in a raid on his rented condo were prescription medications.




At the time of the break-in, rape charges by two women, one a minor, had just been dismissed against Francis in a murky scenario in which he wore a wire in a meeting with opposing counsel, allegedly at the behest of the FBI, to prove charges of extortion. And in April 2004, just three months later, a Texas college student claimed Francis drugged and raped her in a Miami Beach hotel room. Francis responded by claiming the sex was consensual, and that the woman and a friend stayed through lunch, which they ordered up from room service the next day. The investigation was soon dropped, and Francis in turn filed suit against the woman for $25,000,036—the fractional amount to compensate for the price of the lunch. (That case has also been dismissed.) In fact, one anecdote then making the rounds in Hollywood circles was that actor Erik Palladino, who starred on ER from 1999 to 2001 and bears a striking resemblance to Francis, was constantly getting punched by irate women in nightclubs who mistook him for the amateur porn kingpin.




When police finally raided Riley’s apartment on March 28, 2005, some fifteen months after the break-in, they discovered a VHS copy of the Joe Francis videotape (not the original) and numerous Girls Gone Wild master tapes, one of the Louis Vuitton bags (with an Oahu sticker on it from Riley’s recent trip to Hawaii), and five handguns—one of which belonged to restaurateur Dipu Haque, co-owner of Koi, where the Hilton sisters were regulars, and another belonging to horror filmmaker Wes Craven. Police also found a Mossberg 12-gauge shotgun propped behind the door and, reportedly, sticks of dynamite. Riley was charged with two counts of first-degree residential burglary, two counts of kidnapping, and one count each of carjacking and attempted extortion—all felony charges; the kidnapping counts alone each punishable by life imprisonment. (Weapons charges were never filed, although the guns were not returned to him.) Bail was set at $1,050,000.




Understandably, the tabloids had a field day. With his name now connected to not one but two high-profile hillside burglaries (Joe Francis in Bel Air and the August 2004 burglary at the Hilton sisters’ Hollywood Hills home that produced the fourteen hours of Paris Hilton footage), it was a short step to connecting Darnell Riley to the infamous Bel Air Burglar, thought to be responsible for some two hundred heists among Los Angeles’s rich and famous zip codes, even if the prime suspect was already a middle-aged white guy captured on surveillance footage (he was later apprehended). The Globe speculated the Burglar was actually a ring that used an Elite model to gain access codes to the well-appointed addresses of credulous millionaires. A source in the Francis camp identified her to me as “lingerie model” Erin Naas, who appeared in (but did not actually pose for) the September 2004 issue of Playboy and who dated Francis in late 2003. In an e-mail, Riley’s lawyer Richards claimed his client was also friendly with Naas, which explains how his fingerprints were reportedly discovered in Francis’s Bentley, which Naas borrowed on occasion. (Naas denies being involved with any burglary.)




After Riley’s arrest, the New York Post reported that Riley was blackmailing Paris Hilton for $20,000 a month to keep her stolen videotapes off the market. None other than Joe Francis claimed to have seen the tapes, and that their release would “ruin her career.” Hilton told the Post’s Page Six, “Anyone who blackmails should be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.” In an e-mail responding to my questions, Richards attempted to clarify the matter: “[Riley] recovered the tape from someone trying to sell it to Rick Salomon [on the strength of his 1 Night in Paris tape]. That person knew Darnell and knew that Darnell knew Rick, so he contacted Darnell to get the tapes back to Rick…to give them to Paris Hilton.” In the same e-mail, Richards claimed that “Darnell was sexually intimate with Nicole Richie,” Hilton’s costar in The Simple Life. Speaking from the red carpet at the Video Music Awards in Los Angeles, Richie answered, “I have never met that person in my life. I know he said that crap before, and he needs to stop lying.”






Yet for someone accused of multiple felonies, Riley’s career path wasn’t all that different from all the other eager young hopefuls who show up in Hollywood looking to trade upward on their good looks, innate charms, and sexual prowess: he worked as an extra in films, went to the right parties, and rubbed elbows with an A-list crowd he thought could help him achieve his outsize goals. And when times got hard, he did things he may have regretted later.




According to a blind quote added to my story after I filed it, “a source close to Hilton” said, “Darnell knows some models and was on the fringes of that scene, but has no intimate contact with Paris, Nicole Richie, or Joe. If Paris had his number, it was some sort of business arrangement due to the tape.” But in his e-mail, Richards said that he had a statement from Paris that read, “Darnell is a friend of mine and he never robbed me.” In fact, even though Francis denied knowing Riley, Richards claimed the two had business between them. His client had attended a Halloween party in 2003 at the Francis home (actually held at a separate location). Richards also claimed that Riley had been hired to humiliate Joe Francis by the father of a young woman, and that Riley was negotiating a settlement with musician Stevie Wonder, on whose property he allegedly tripped and fell the same month he was arrested. And just to spice things up, Riley was reportedly prepared to testify, as a cornerstone of his defense, that he was having a sexual relationship with Francis, and that the bizarre Joe Francis vibrator tape was a consensual act.




While researching the Radar story, I got a tip from one of my sources—a Teamster—urging me to talk to a guy named Alex Vaysfeld, a Russian boxing manager/promoter, bail bondsman, and self-styled bounty hunter who was a regular at Hollywood Gym at Hollywood and La Brea.




Vaysfeld is a Russian immigrant who came to this country with $120 in his pocket and a handiness with his fists, which he managed to parlay into a brief boxing career as a 147-pound welterweight before starting Union Bail Bonds, his Los Angeles–based national bail bond chain. Compact and pugnacious, a Jew who answers his phone “Hey, Jewboy!”, he still keeps his hand in the sweet science by managing professional boxers on the side, like the light heavyweight champion Roman “Made in Hell” Karmazin. It was at Hollywood Boxing where he met Riley, who used to hang around the gym, training and sparring with the pros in the hopes of trading body shots with some of the celebrity clientele, which included Mickey Rourke, Pauly Shore, John Stamos, Denzel Washington, and the Wayans brothers. Despite his slight build—five feet eight and 165 pounds, with almost delicate features—Riley had something Vaysfeld may have recognized in himself, something the fight world calls heart, that would routinely see him hold his own against opponents who were out of his weight class or who had inches on him in reach. He’s also not a man to mince words.




“Don’t let Darnell’s looks and stature fool you,” says Vaysfeld. “He’d do collections work for some powerful people who didn’t want to get their hands dirty. He referred clients to me. I deal with these fucking niggers day in, day out—he was a hustler but Darnell was faithful. Most of them think everybody owes them. He got educated in jail. He was good with computers, and when he got out, he started trading on the stock market. He did it well. Darnell was fascinated with glamour and all the Hollywood bullshit. He thought he would make it up the ladder in Hollywood somehow, but he was criminally minded. I tried to mentor him. Some days, he’d come to me and say, ‘I’m so fucking broke I’m ready to knock off a 7-Eleven.’ I’d toss him a hundred dollars every now and then.”




Such was his appearance and demeanor that someone at the gym who said he knew Riley could still claim, “I honestly thought he was a successful young businessman.”




Vaysfeld also further clouded the chain of provenance by introducing a third mysterious figure into the Paris Hilton /Joe Francis phone call that fingered Riley.




“Darnell had a celebrity confidant who will go unnamed,” he says. “We’ll call him ‘Will.’ Will and Darnell were good friends. Will was drunk one night and he told Paris Hilton about what went down with Darnell and Joe Francis. Darnell claims he was banging Paris and her sister, Nicky, before all this went down. [I think he means Nicole Richie.] Paris, who believes she was robbed by Darnell earlier, went to Francis and said, ‘I know who hit you.’ Francis picked Darnell from a photo lineup. Now the kid’s life is completely screwed up. We probably won’t see him for ten years. Last time we talked, he said he was willing to make a deal and take the extortion charge. In many ways, he was a fall guy.”




Before I left, Vaysfeld told me one more story, one that I didn’t put in the Radar article. At the time, it was too explosive for even me to go out on a limb for, and I only had the one source. Later, after an article ran in an August 2006 edition of the Los Angeles Times’ West magazine where reporter Claire Hoffman described being slammed onto the hood of a car by a near-psychotic Francis attempting to demonstrate his treatment at the hands of Miami police, I changed my mind and dumped the whole thing on my Web site.




Through his contacts in Russia, Vaysfeld is a partner in the popular Moscow nightclub, Night Flight, known as a home base for expensive prostitutes. It was there that he met Francis and his entourage several years ago, presumably there on a fact-finding mission to gauge the relative wildness of girls behind the former Iron Curtain.




“Francis was staying at the luxury hotel Balchug in an eight-hundred-dollar-a-night suite with some friends,” recalls Vaysfeld. “At the club, he said he wanted girls. I said, ‘How many girls do you want?’ and he said, ‘As many as I can handle.’ My club is one of the biggest pickup joints in Moscow, so that was easy. I got him five girls—my treat. I came to his hotel suite with them, and he and his buddies were popping Viagra like crazy. They were banging the girls—flip-flopping with them—and videotaping the sex. Then Joe asks me for some X [Ecstasy]. He banged all five of the girls, then he said, ‘You know what I really want—right now?’ I said, ‘I gave you girls, dope—what else do you want?’ He said, ‘I want a twelve-year-old to fuck.’ That’s where I jumped off. Joe Francis is a sick piece of shit—a pedophile.




“I split, and later that night I got a call from Francis’s hotel. He was on the phone telling me, ‘My friend’s money is gone. It was about three thousand dollars.’ He was trying to accuse me of ripping his friend off! Obviously, I did no such thing. I fart three thousand dollars. But when I got back to Los Angeles, my friend the actor Mario Lopez told me that Francis was telling people that I stole money from him. Mario warned me, ‘He’s gonna put people on you.’”




Asked if he was worried about a powerful millionaire like Francis carrying a vendetta against him, Vaysfeld just laughs. “They never get to me,” he says. “I get to them first. I’m licensed to carry a gun. If I see him or any of his people following me, he’s liable to get shot and die. I know that prick is under indictment for things like rape and pedophilia. The second he brought up the twelve-year-old, he was finished with me. Now, I will tell everyone he’s a pedophile.”




I also tracked down Riley’s mother, Azline Hibler, who was just then using the name Azline Washington. In fact, she had a whole host of aliases she revolved between—Washington, Hibler, North, Cox, Perez—collected through numerous marriages and inhabiting a police record that included embezzlement and numerous claims of domestic violence. Washington agreed to meet me at a Denny’s in Palmdale, California, a dusty watering hole in the high desert noted for its Joshua trees and meth labs. She arrived early in a gold Cadillac Escalade and immediately ordered a steak. A large woman with a robust appetite who has studied the law and done paralegal work, in addition to working as a Hollywood extra, Washington chose to open the conversation by noting, “My son is facing the possibility of life without parole and there wasn’t a bruise on Joe Francis’s body.” She systematically discounts most of the stories swirling around her son as so much urban legend. “Darnell wants it known, ‘I may be a lot of things, but I’m not the Bel Air Burglar,’” she states emphatically.




As to charges that he was blackmailing Paris Hilton for compromising videotapes, Washington claims her son was a frequent guest in the Hilton home.




“My son was with the Hiltons a week before his arrest,” she says. “If he was extorting her, what was he doing at a function at the Hilton family home?” Besides, she says, “My son and I are very close. If he was getting twenty thousand a month from Paris Hilton, I would know about it. When he has had money, he’s always helped me out. Whatever he had from Paris Hilton, she gave it to him.”




Washington claims she has five other children, one of whom was shot in a still unsolved murder. She describes Darnell as a polite kid who got his associate in arts degree and a culinary certificate while incarcerated, and who has turned his life around since he got out.




“I’m not saying he’s one hundred percent innocent,” she says. “But if there’s a tape out there with her saying the N word—what’s up with her? The reason these people are setting Darnell up is because there are tapes of Paris saying ‘nigger’ and having sex, and things about underage girls and boys and Joe Francis that may get out. A lot of people caught up in that Hollywood scene are cowards. I want him to come home and finish his life and give me a grandchild.”




At a preliminary hearing in August 2005, Riley was brought into court in a regulation-blue county jumpsuit and sat quietly at the defense table, asking occasional questions in a barely discernible voice. His close-cropped hair and the thick beard beginning at his sideburns still couldn’t obscure his Roman nose, Arabic or Hispanic features, olive skin, and piercing brown eyes set in thick palm-frond lashes, nor the implacable calm and extreme confidence that reportedly served him well in Youth Authority. This is the prison system for minors where Riley served a six-year bid from ages fifteen to twenty-two for a double homicide, the details of which were sealed by court order. Richards emphasized that his client had no prior adult record, but then, in all fairness, he hadn’t had much time to acquire one.




Outside the L.A. County courthouse after the hearing, I blindsided Richards and asked him to let me see the infamous videotape—mostly in jest. Instead, he told me to meet him at his office at the Sierra Towers, a multistory mostly residential building that anchors the western end of the Sunset Strip. There, he screened the forty-five-second clip for me, as well as some of the Girls Gone Wild master tapes confiscated from Riley’s apartment, which showed Francis barking orders at a bevy of volunteer models like somebody’s dad coaching girls’ softball, and at the end, manually stimulating one of them to his professional satisfaction.




Richards most resembles a Jewish Fred Flintstone—slimmer, but with soft jowls and a pronounced beard line—and his bespoke suits and wire-framed glasses make him look like he’s still chasing the dream of Miami Vice from the mid-eighties. He has represented a number of high-profile clients, including John Rutter, the photographer accused of attempting to illegally sell topless photos of Cameron Diaz, and John Gordon Jones, the so-called Limousine Rapist, acquitted in 2001 of drugging and date-raping a series of women he met at nightclubs. Richards also specialized in Ecstasy cases—at least according to his Web site—and more recently served as an on-air legal analyst for NBC in the Michael Jackson trial.




“I tend to represent underdogs and rougher clients,” Richards tells me. “They’re more interesting and more colorful. By and large, celebrities are prima donnas. With Darnell, the business model is that a lot of people know him in town and feel favorably toward him, whether out of fear or respect, and so I get kudos by defending him. And then, just so many people hate Joe Francis…He’s a pedophile scumbag.”




However, he bristled at the suggestion, made in the National Enquirer, that he had marketed the Paris Hilton videotapes in partnership with Riley.




“I would never go into business with Darnell Riley,” he states categorically. “Think how insane that is.”




The other shoe finally dropped on why Richards was being so accommodating to me at the next court hearing, held September 14, 2005, the Honorable Marcelita V. Haynes presiding. Haynes is an intimidating African-American woman in her forties or fifties who rules her courtroom with an iron hand, and you were free to talk to it all you wanted. She wore reading glasses on a chain and stared down over the top of them imperiously, as if from a great height, and with Richards refusing to bring his client out due to a beef with my photographer, she was the one thing I had to look forward to. At an earlier hearing, when a gang-banger in a wheelchair tried to bargain her down on some legal point, she told him, “You remember what you told me the last time you were here? You said if it weren’t for people like you, I wouldn’t have a job. Now, you want to go back there again?” He quietly shook his head no. Another time, after she had to separate the attorneys like a boxing referee, she turned to me in an aside and said, “I don’t want you magazine folks to get the wrong idea—I’m shy and retiring.”




Richards and Deputy District Attorney Hoon Chun were in the midst of one of their endless procedural squabbles over whether to enter the video in the court record—thereby making it accessible to the media in attendance but ostensibly violating the rights of the victim. All had agreed to table the matter for the time being—or thought they had.




“Doesn’t the defense get to respond to this?” Richards asked after one particularly brutal exchange.




“I’ll tell you what, you run the show and I’ll sit here,” said Haynes.




Finally given the floor, Richards began his argument, then motioned me to the railing. Raising the videotape to make some point, he turned and handed it to me. I heard the judge scream “No!” but I kept my eyes on the bailiff, who had dropped to a crouch and was deliberating whether he should shoot me just to be safe.




“I was given this tape with no order,” Richards said. “I wanted him—the media—to have standing to litigate the issue.”




“Would you please return that to him?” Haynes instructed me. I handed the tape back to Richards. “So now you’ve made a whole other issue that I have to deal with. You did it underhandedly, in open court, in a very dishonorable way in my opinion. It’s exactly the opposite of what I ordered you not to do. I’m just aghast.”




After my story ran, a couple of things happened. One is that a guy named Rich Jardine e-mailed me and told me to take a look at a Web site called “WhoIsWillWright.com” (since taken down). Jardine was the CEO of an advertising company called Clear Media in Beverly Hills that had shown up in the Joe Francis police report as one of half a dozen burglaries to which Riley might be connected. He was also, I would find out later, the owner of Beverly Hills Bookie, an online sportsbook gambling site Darnell did collections for and claimed to have equity in; Wright’s one-time best friend and the author of the WhoIsWillWright.com site; and a confidential informant who told the LAPD, “I was with Will when I got robbed and he actually sold my stolen paintings back to me!” Inside, beside a photo of a skinny white kid with a wandering eye in b-boy drag (Nike sweatshirt, gold chains, a hoodie that read “Don’t Ask Me 4 Shit”) with the caption “Will Wright: Compulsive Liar,” I found the scarcely believable story of a Washington State pot dealer with a manic spiel who had bum-rushed Hollywood with the best of them.




According to his personal mythology, conveniently collected in would-be press releases for a proposed film based on his life, to be directed by Joe Carnahan (Narc, Smokin’ Aces) and financed by FilmEngine, an L.A.-based film production company just then flush with cash, Wright was an academic prodigy and star high school athlete who was scouted by the Seattle Mariners, and who at seventeen managed to build a $70 million drug empire in the Pacific Northwest before serving nine years in prison. But from the story painstakingly laid out in legal documents pertaining to his Washington court case, as well as comments from victims of his numerous instances of alleged fraud, Wright is revealed as a pathological liar who forged documents to prove his storied exploits and made Sammy Glick look like a weekend warrior.




Wright was introduced to young Hollywood society—people like Paris Hilton and Brandon Davis—by ex-girlfriend Kristen Williams, an aspiring model-actress, who in a heartfelt mea culpa on the Web site maintains that Wright convinced her to sell the engagement ring given to her by former fiancé and convicted Ecstasy dealer Louis Ziskin, worth $250,000, for which she received $90,000. Wright claimed to be investing the money for her in a series of commercial ventures, all confirmed by financial documents. In reality, she says he created the documents in Photoshop and used the money to charter private jets, pay hookers, and buy bottles of Cristal champagne and expensive gifts for the celebrities and wealthy elite he sought to impress and emulate.




“He was very charming and knew the right things to say,” she says in her statement. His last communication with her was a threatening text message on the eve of her first interview with me; it read, “Darnell is going to be out sooner than you think.”






In court documents, Joe Francis identified Wright as the voice at the other end of the walkie-talkie Riley held the night of the home invasion, and Wright also emerged as the hypothetical “Will” who Vaysfeld said had dropped a bug in Paris Hilton’s ear. Coincidentally, his lawyer was Ron Richards. I eventually condensed much of this into a story for my Web site Hollywood, Interrupted (“How a Cast of Royal Screwups Took Down A-List Hollywood,” April 2006) that later became the basis for “The Paris Hilton Tapes” episode of NBC’s Dateline, where I appeared on camera as a reporter and served as a consultant for the story.




I was even contacted by a drug dealer named Rick Doremus, better known as “Nas” or “Shrek” (between the metal plate in his head and his years of rough-and-tumble in the drug trade, he really does bear a disturbing resemblance to the affable green ogre), who said he could tell me more about Will Wright than I would ever want to know. Doremus had his own epic tale—not the least part of which involved his recent career change as an undercover agent for the Drug Enforcement Agency, which he judiciously employed to settle unresolved scores from his days in the life—and I later profiled him in Maxim (“Rat,” April 2007). Also from Washington State, he could tie Wright heavily into the drug trade.




VH1 called and told me they were doing a documentary on “Hollywood Blackmail,” and they wanted to make the Joe Francis story the centerpiece. They sent out a producer in his late twenties and we scheduled one full day of interviews, starting with Ron Richards at his office. We staged on the sidewalk outside, where I told him, “This is going to get hairy.” When we walked off the elevator into Richards’s apartment-cum-office with our camera crew, a figure suddenly emerged from around the corner in the kitchen who I recognized as Will Wright—shaved head, shorts, and a T-shirt—working it to look menacing. I said to my producer, “This is a setup.”




So I immediately went on the offensive. I said, “Will, what are you doing here?”




Ron answered, “He’s my client.”




“Who are your sources?” Will said, swaggering up to me.




I told him, “I’m here to interview your lawyer; I’m not going to get into who my sources are. But if you want to go on camera, I’ll interview you right now.”




He said, “Naw, I’m not really a TV guy. And besides, I’m on federal probation; I can’t do any interviews.”






Bullshit. I said, “I’ve interviewed plenty of people on probation. It’s your constitutional right.” He pressed me for my sources again, and I told him they were none of his business.




“Well, then you’re a punk-ass bitch,” he said, squaring off. I could see Richards over his shoulder, and it became clear he was trying to bait me. I just laughed at him. The producer looked shell-shocked, or at least like this was above his pay grade. When we finally got Richards on camera, he declared that Wright had nothing to do with the Joe Francis break-in, and if we reported anything to the contrary, he would sue us.




Outside, waiting for the valet, Wright switched into his “charming” mode. He volunteered that they were making a movie of his life, and that Joe Carnahan would direct. “Oh yeah?” I told him. “Joe Carnahan’s a friend of mine.” He dropped the subject. When I mentioned I was going to New York, he told me he kept a place there. I could see that upstairs, he was the cornered rat lashing out; down here he was just the “successful businessman,” waiting for his slate-gray Escalade, on the way to his next meeting.




When it became clear that the talking heads out here came with their own threat level, VH1 asked me to conduct the Joe Francis interview myself. At his sleek Mantra Films offices at the high-end Water Garden in Santa Monica, a seventeen-acre complex with Versailles-styled fountains and a man-made lake, Francis sat down in front of a black backdrop in a corner of the shipping and receiving bay and described his ordeal. On camera, his eyes kept wandering all over the place, and I had to keep reminding him to focus on me. After the interview, as he reclined at his massive desk, framed against a row of three or four Andy Warhol dollar bill canvases, I mentioned that I had written the Radar article. Suddenly, he was on his feet and swearing up a blue streak.




“Motherfucker, I can’t believe you did that!” he yelled into my face. “You cost me the cover of Architectural Digest! I was looking for a way to sue you guys.” His publicist froze. I told him to calm down. “Fuck me once, it’s on me; fuck me twice, it’s on you,” he said, his voice a threatening growl. Or at least I think that’s what he said. His whole demeanor was totally erratic—he was up and down, his eyes kept shooting off; he was prone to fits of anger one minute and then making up with you like he was your best friend the next.




For the Dateline special (“The Paris Hilton Tapes,” broadcast September 23, 2006, on NBC), they put me on camera and again I wrangled some interviews for them. We filmed Will Wright’s ex-girlfriend Kristen Williams and her friend Heather Bernardcyck, who had flown in from Las Vegas, at Kristen’s Sunset Plaza apartment. This is the same complex where Kristen had lived with Will Wright; where Erin Naas had lived (Will moved in with her when he lost his own apartment, and then both were evicted Christmas 2004 when Will threw furniture off the balcony); where nightclub manager Timmy Iannello “was over so much he pretty much lived there”; where club promoter Chuck Pacheco had lived and shared an apartment with actor Lukas Haas; where Darnell’s girlfriend Ruby lived before he met her; and where Darnell himself lived platonically with an Austrian model named Simone (with whom he also shared a New York loft) from 1999 to 2001, with Rick Salomon crashing there from time to time. It was their own little Melrose Place. “Mark Wahlberg lived there!” said Kristen when I asked her about it. “When I dated Mark ten years ago, he lived there.” She and Heather hadn’t seen each other in a while, and they were giving me an animated rundown of their exploits, stripped down to their underwear in Kristen’s walk-in closet, doing shots to calm their nerves and trying to find something to wear while I did my best to get them pumped up for the camera.




Afterward, on-camera interviewer Keith Morrison (Matthew Perry’s stepfather) took us to lunch at Caffe Med on Sunset Plaza, which was walking distance from the apartment. We were barely seated when both girls flitted off to another table to talk to a gaunt character in a knit skullcap with piercing eyes, there with his friends, who kept shooting glances over at me as they explained to him what they were doing. When they returned to the table, both seemed slightly flushed.




“That’s Rick Salomon,” said Heather, who had spotted him first. “We’ve known him forever.”




A few days later, Morrison’s producer told me they had just gotten Will Wright on camera at Ron Richards’s office. “You know, you didn’t make any fans over there,” she confided to me.




On the broadcast, looking sketchy and evasive, Wright presented his theory of Hollywood: “In Hollywood, celebrities, you know, party on the fringes of people who are in the gray and in the dark. You know what I mean? It’s a very interesting crowd. It’s like, celebrities mix with people who sell drugs for a living or commit crimes. I mean, Hollywood’s weird like that.”




No doubt.






But long before this rich stew of characters and connections could come to a satisfactory boil, Darnell copped a plea. As a testament to Richards’s lawyering skills, after the preliminary hearing—a de facto two-day trial—he turned over all sorts of rocks in Joe Francis’s sub rosa business dealings and argued that Francis was incapable of telling the truth, even under oath. The D.A. dropped burglary, carjacking, and the two kidnapping charges in exchange for Riley pleading guilty to extortion and robbery with a gun enhancement and agreeing to serve ten years, eight months. At his sentencing, asked if he understood the terms of his deal, Riley smiled and gave the judge a thumbs-up. As far as Darnell was concerned, of all the crimes he had ever considered or committed, this seemed among the least likely to put him away for most of his thirties. Without any new charges slipping down the pike—and from the little I knew about him, Darnell was up in a whole mess of things—he’d be out by the time he was forty. And the circus closed up shop.




Then a week before the Dateline show, I got an e-mail in the comments section of my Web site. It was from Darnell. I’d been logging periodic posts on the subject, some of them at his expense—at one point, I called him Dildo Dude—because, well, really, why not? He wasn’t going anywhere.




Now it seemed that Darnell was unhappy.
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THE POPE OF THE SUNSET STRIP








It has taken me a lot of time and thought to come to a point of being able to care about dignifying the many outlandish, somewhat mythical and comical stories that have been attributed to my 5'8" frame. All 165 pounds of me has been burning to debunk the urban legends that have caused friends of mine in Europe to question who it was they were partying with.














Apparently, the Dateline special awakened a slumbering beast. Eighteen months after his arrest, a year and three-quarters after the crime itself, and Darnell Riley was finally breaking radio silence with a missive to me. In his mid-October post to my Web site, he labeled the Dateline special “fluff,” which he contrasted with the “brave investigative journalism” of Dan Rather’s famous comeback line to Richard Nixon. (Nixon, after Rather’s name drew applause at a press conference: “Are you running for something?” Rather: “No sir, Mr. President—are you?”) To prove the scope of the conspiracy against him, Darnell accused Joe Francis of modifying his testimony on the gun that was used to terrorize him: “a blue steel semiautomatic (a 9mm)” at the time of the first police report versus “a stainless steel .357 revolver” by the time of the preliminary hearing. These are “at the far ends of the spectrum,” according to Darnell (maybe in your world), and my failure to notice this just further demonstrated my own dereliction. Me he pegged as a National Enquirer/Star magazine hack destined for the outskirts of legitimate journalism who had fallen under the spell of an It girl with a knockoff Louis Vuitton handbag, who if I had half a brain I would know was “a porn actress…riding the waves of a society that is so fed up with its bleak existence [it] would rather cling to a chick with huge duck feet and a humpback.” Joe Francis he called “a sexual deviant smut purveyor who is one arrest away from overdosing on Vicodin, pornos, coke, and anal lube.” Don’t hold back with your opinions.






Darnell also hyped the book he was shopping, The Pope of the Sunset Strip, which would set the record straight on whether he had blackmailed Paris Hilton, the sordid truth behind the Joe Francis break-in, and the rumor that he had the Beverly Hills offices where Hilton conducted her colon cleansings wired for audio/video, which he would be releasing on the Internet in conjunction with his book release.




“I took a deal,” reads Darnell’s letter. “My deal was not my admission of guilt, it was my way of saving my life. I am a gambler, and I know when to hold ’em and when to fold ’em. The risk of losing at trial was too much to play with. With the compromise (the plea-bargain deal), I get to live again. I’m sure you could understand my position.”




He signed off, “Ciao, D. Riley.”




I wrote him back—gingerly—and tried to establish a dialogue. He’d started out by insulting me; I didn’t need to be poking him with a stick. To my surprise, the letters started flowing—over seventy of them before we were done, more than seven hundred fifty pages in all, handwritten in pencil in a tight, run-on scrawl on white or yellow legal sheets, both sides filled, margins crammed with footnotes and asides and second thoughts. And a fantastic story began to emerge, one filled with a riotous cavalcade of hardboiled character types right out of central casting: scions of wealth and tabloid fodder in their unvarnished natural states, hard-case megastars who crumble at the first flash of danger, shady art dealers, feral waifs, five-star sex dolls, meth-and press-addled lawyers, gullible film directors, predatory gigolos, and six-figure hipster dupes, just for a start.




It was like my own private cable series, unfolding in real time.




Darnell claimed he had spent his time in prison productively. An intelligent observer, one who earned an associate’s degree during his first stint in prison, he had taken a six-year run at Hollywood and managed to pack more living into that brief controlled burn than most people do in their fifty years of adult life—more than enough to tide him over until he got another shot at it. Along the way, working at a class disadvantage, he was careful to take copious notes, as perhaps his only insurance for the future, and now his only means of settling the score with those who had turned against him. This presumably included “two-bit punk criminals…half-ass socialite porn queens and dildo-loving media moguls. I guarantee you that there will be several indictments on all the yet-to-be-charged conspirators/associates/crime partners.”




He claimed to be counting down the minutes on what crimes he could and could not talk about: “There is more that I left out than I’ve put in. Some that the statute of limitations hasn’t ended on yet, and some where the statute of limitations doesn’t exist (if you follow me).” Sometimes his rage could be quite elegant: “Adjusting back to this lifestyle and dealing with this world took up a lot of my energy and focus, but now I’m ready to deal. Some have described me as the agent by which Karma is delivered. Karma is a weapon that may be delivered from a bullet, a sword or even a whisper.” And he described his book as “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas mixed with The Confessions of St. Augustine,” which would explain in detail this world of the hyper-rich in the Hollywood fast lane and their dangerous flirtation with thug life—a closed world, governed by access, a mash-up of unearned privilege and the indelicate lure of street knowledge, where everyone wants the thing they don’t have and status is determined by degrees of separation from Paris Hilton. He quoted F. Scott Fitzgerald (“Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy), Honoré de Balzac (“Behind every great fortune there is a crime”), and Jean Renoir’s The Rules of the Game (“…everybody has his reasons”). And he described his place in this rarely plumbed milieu, the by-product of social Darwinism and centuries of inbreeding, as the black pearl inside a giant clam.




“Let me explain my relationship with [Joe] Francis and a lot of other privileged Hollywood trust-fund babies who burn their bridges, fuck over someone who is connected and then come running to me for help,” says Darnell in one of his letters. “It never fails. They always seem to forget that I’ve got dirt on them. It may be in the form of a video of them smoking crack, [using] racial epithets or giving someone a blowjob. Then again, it may be something much more obscene.”




If Ice Cube was right that “life ain’t nothing but bitches and money,” then here was the real-world counterpart—or at least its de facto purser, keeping careful account of every folly and indiscretion and setting it in reserve for some final judgment. When his manuscript arrived, a cursory read through the first few pages indicated we were in for a florid ride—lots of bombast and braggadocio, Old Testament by way of Hemingway, that deep trough around Proverbs and Ecclesiastes and into the Song of Solomon.




There on the first page, Darnell tells a story from Lawrence of Arabia:




“Peter O’Toole played Lawrence, and said, ‘For some men, nothing is written.’ Lawrence goes back into the Nefud Desert to save a comrade. His friend Ali, played by Omar Sharif, insists the comrade’s fate ‘is written.’ After rescuing the comrade, Lawrence later executes the man he saved to keep peace among the rival tribes. ‘What ails the Englishman?’ asks Auda abu Tayi, played by Anthony Quinn. ‘That man that he killed is the man he brought out of the Nefud,’ says Ali. ‘Ah,’ says Auda. ‘It was written.’”




The implication was clear: all those who Darnell spared just to bring this far were his alone to sacrifice as he saw fit, as long as it made for a better story. And the story he told in his book was a wild one: he was “The Incredible Mr. Riley,” the man who made Paris Hilton a legend, who brainstormed the 1 Night in Paris video, and who liberated the porn star inside this pampered princess—a Mob-connected criminal mastermind whose decade inside the juvenile criminal justice system instilled in him a ruinous longing for the good life. From his early forays into South Central L.A. and the boxing gyms where he met Rick Salomon, second-generation movie royalty Scott Caan, and Getty heir Balthazar Getty, to his indoctrination into the criminal arts at the hands of charismatic local toughs, his early promise was cut short by the violent jewelry store heist for which he took the fall. It was here that his formal training began.
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