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Dedicated to everyone who never got to sit at the cool kids’ table in the cafeteria.

You can sit at my table anytime. But you have to share your tater tots.






“Name-Drop” defined:

(verb) The habit of mentioning names of famous people that you “know” in order to make yourself seem more fabulous by association.

“Name-Drop” used in a sentence:

“I, Ross Mathews, would never name-drop. It’s tacky. My best friend Gwyneth Paltrow taught me that.”








PROLOGUE

Name-dropping runs rampant in Hollywood, like high-speed car chases, gluten intolerance, and syphilis. And much like syphilis, name-dropping is super-grody and spreads quickly. You can’t walk five feet down Sunset Boulevard without overhearing some Real Housewife of Whatever telling a former Disney tween about how her new trainer is the guy who got Chris Pratt’s body into batshit-crazy shape for that comic book movie. No, not that comic book movie. The other one. No, not that one. The other one.

Side note, Chris, if you’re reading this—and I just assume you are—I love your body… of work. Honey, I’d Guard your Galaxy any day! (Side note: I’d like to point out that I made a conscious choice to not make a cheap, tasteless Uranus joke here. Why? Because I’m trying to be bigger than that. We’ll see how long that lasts.)

As someone who has interviewed just about every celebrity you can imagine on every red carpet you can imagine for nearly the past two decades, I have some pretty amazing stories. And, trust me—the red carpet stories are the boring ones! The stories where I actually get invited into celebrities’ secret lives—their natural habitats, if you will—are the real gold. Their private tables in restaurants, their magnificent movie trailers, their hilariously humongous houses—that’s where the really good stuff happens.

From time to time, I’ve managed to sneak beyond the velvet rope that separates them from us mere mortals and see what few ever get to see.

The following Hollywood stories are wholeseome and hilarious. No celebrity was harmed in the making of this book. But don’t worry, honey—we’re still gonna go there. I mean, don’t you wanna know what Kanye piled onto his plate at the buffet when I was in line behind him at the Kardashian Christmas party? And who would it hurt if I told you? Ham. It was ham. See—now you know and nobody died. Well, the pig did, but you can’t blame me for that.

No one ever specifically told me not to tell these stories, but I never do… Unless you take me to happy hour and ply me with cheap two-for-one cocktails and appetizers. What can I say? I’m a total whore for a hors d’oeuvre!

The idea for this book hit me as I was hanging out with a fun group of friends—some old friends, some new friends, some old friends who, thanks to Botox, look new. After about four Skinny Margaritas (I was going to have only three, but hello, they’re two-for-one!), I told one of these exceptionally juicy stories and noticed my friends, their mouths agape, hanging on my every word. When I finished narrating, one of them said, “You have to put that in a book!” to which I indignantly replied, “I could never!”

And then I asked myself the same question I did when I was offered Skinny Margaritas number five and six: “Why not?”

You should also know that, in true Ross Mathews spirit, I’ve taken the liberty of creating a corresponding cocktail and a related recipe—or “Rossipe,” as I call them—for each chapter (why should Martha Stewart have all the fun?). What other book has done that for you, huh? Go open up Moby-Dick! There’s not a single recipe in there—not even for fish sticks! I know—I was shocked, too! No wonder nobody ever read it!

So here we go. Let’s get this soon-to-be-classic piece of literature started! Pretend it’s happy hour and you and I are sitting at the bar. I look amazing and, I agree with you, much thinner in person. You look good, too. Maybe it’s the candlelight, maybe it’s the booze—either way, let’s just go with it. Just lean in, keep this all between you and me, and do me a favor? Don’t judge me if I name-drop just a little. Thanks. I promise this book will be out of this world. Just like Uranus. Dammit!






CHAPTER ONE The Lady Gaga Story
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COCKTAIL

A Star Fruit Martini Is Born



	½ fresh star fruit

	½ lemon

	2 teaspoons simple syrup (equal parts water and sugar, heat until sugar is dissolved)

	1½ ounces vodka

	¾ ounces triple sec



Combine peeled star fruit and lemon juice in a martini shaker with simple syrup and muddle together. Add vodka, Triple Sec, and ice. Shake and strain into a martini glass.



I PRIDE MYSELF on two things: First, I have the absolute best seven-layer bean dip recipe of all time; and second, I have the absolute best Lady Gaga story of all time. And much like my bean dip, this story has several layers, is very satisfying, and may be a bit too cheesy. Great—now I’m hungry.

I love Gaga. The public knows her very well by now, but when she first burst into the mainstream around 2008, it was like a glamorous alien had landed on Earth and taken over. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. In what seemed like thirty seconds, we all went from living in a world where “gaga” was just something a baby said, to literally every person in the world knowing who Lady Gaga was. Like everyone. Like, even my mom.

Gaga really sealed the deal for me when she arrived at the 2011 Grammy Awards red carpet inside a giant intergalactic egg. No yolk—that was when Gaga really came out of her shell. (Sorry—egg jokes always crack me up!) I’ll never forget watching as that egg slowly opened and Gaga emerged, dozens of hard-boiled photographers scrambling to get a shot of her.

And don’t even get me started on that infamous meat dress she wore to the MTV Video Music Awards. I have no beef with that look! As a gay man who has battled with my weight for my entire life, there’s no one who can appreciate low-carb couture more than me.

Little-known fact—that meat dress is currently on display at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Umm, okay… Maybe it’s in a giant Tupperware container or meat locker or something? Is it beef jerky now? And is it just hanging there on display all alone, or does it come with your choice of sides? “Would you like the Natalie Cole Slaw, some Tina Turnips, or a heapin’ helpin’ of Cardi Beans?”

But I digress. Back to Lady Gaga and the day we finally met.

Aside from being Liza Minnelli’s best friend or the guy who measures Justin Timberlake’s inseam, being a judge on RuPaul’s Drag Race is the best job in the world. I love all my costars, the amazing queens, and the surprise of which superstar guest judge I’ll be sitting next to on the judge’s panel in any given week.

I will never forget the first day of taping for Season 9. I sprinted into the Drag Race studio, carrying my signature bold-print blazer in a garment bag in one hand and an iced Venti Americano with extra ice, just a splash of nonfat milk, and exactly one and a half Splendas in the other.

For some reason, though, things seemed different that day. Was it just me, or was everyone being overly secretive? I couldn’t help feel like something was up. Had Ru gone brunette this season? Had they replaced me with Randy Rainbow? Was Shangela back… again!?

I kept overhearing producers talking in hushed tones, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. They kept repeating something about “LG.”

“LG will be on the main stage.”

What? LG? The appliance company? Are they a new sponsor?

“LG will be ready in thirty minutes.”

Is LG our guest judge? I started thinking of who LG could possibly be. Everyone’s favorite Gilmore Girl, Lauren Graham? That would be cool! Republican Senator Lindsey Graham? Umm… I don’t think so. Larry the Cable Guy? I know that’s a stretch, but…

It never once occurred to me that LG could possibly stand for “Lady Gaga.”

It all became clear when the sound person came to mic me for the taping. Let me explain something about “being mic’d.” You become very close with the person clipping the tiny microphone to your collar or lapel or Man Spanx. Oftentimes they have to run the cord down your shirt or up your leg to the battery pack/radio receiver thingy strapped in an even more intimate area. You become very close, very fast.

So, while our sound person, the always warm-handed Kristen, was working her technological magic somewhere between my moobs, she casually said, “Let’s put your mic on this side because Lady Gaga will be on your left.”

Huh? What?! You could have knocked me over with a feather. Actually, there was no need to knock me over—I had literally already fallen back onto the love seat in my dressing room.

That’s right, the actual Lady Gaga was going to be sitting right next to me, little Ross Mathews from Mount Vernon, Washington, at the judge’s table! The woman with a million hit songs was giving me “A Million Reasons” to need a diaper. “Bad Romance”? More like shit my pants! Forget “Just Dance,” I was trying to just breathe. “Edge of Glory”? Girl, I was on the edge of passing out! It may seem “Shallow” to be so nervous, but hey—I was “Born This Way”! (Okay, I’ll try to stop now.)

Needless to say, I tried to keep a “Poker Face” (sorry, I had to!), but failed miserably, smiling maniacally and sweating profusely.

I was nervous for a couple reasons. First, I was about to be face-to-face with Mother Monster herself. Wouldn’t you be losing it? And secondly, even though we had never officially met, Gaga and I had briefly experienced one sort of… strange interaction.

It was on the red carpet at the 2016 Golden Globes. Remember? That was the year Gaga won her first Golden Globe, for Best Actress in a TV Miniseries for American Horror Story: Hotel.

I was covering the red carpet fashion for E! and was positioned on a platform about two stories above the action. The view from up there was amazing—you could see every star’s every move, not to mention a bird’s-eye view of all the guys’ bald spots and the ladies’ cleavage.

And then, there she was: Gaga. She took my breath away. I’ll never forget how she looked that day: long black velvet custom Versace gown and old Hollywood, Marilyn Monroe–inspired platinum-blond hair. Remember, this was before Gaga was an Oscar-nominated actress. But even back then, though there was no doubt Gaga was already a star, she looked like a different kind of star that day—a movie star. I’ll go so far as to say—wait for it—a star was born.

Like the rest of the world, I couldn’t help but stare. She had always demanded our attention, but this was a moment in time where something had obviously shifted. The planets had aligned, and now she was a true superstar, having proven that she was not only an amazing singer but had acting chops to boot.

There she was—just about fifty feet below me. Now, a big part of working the red carpet involves a certain amount of “playing it cool.” Well, let me tell you, that all went right out the window the moment I saw Gaga that day. I was staring at her. I wasn’t even being subtle. I couldn’t help it. And then, as if she had felt my laser-like gaze, Lady Gaga turned around, looked up, and locked eyes with me. With purpose. For like a long time. She didn’t smile, she didn’t frown, she just stared.

I was paralyzed. I had no clue what to do. Should I look away? Should I burst into uncontrollable tears? Should I wave my arms and scream, “LADY GAGA!!! IT’S ME, YOUR NOT-SO-LITTLE LITTLE MONSTER, ROSS MATHEWS!!!”?

But I didn’t do any of that. I just maintained eye contact until she was pulled away. I remember thinking, Did that really just happen? What was that all about?

I couldn’t figure out what her eye contact meant. I thought to myself, Was she saying hi? Does she know who I am? Did I once make a harmless joke about her on Chelsea Lately that pissed her off? Or does she have mixed feelings about the bold forest-green velvet tuxedo jacket I’m wearing? Let’s be honest—it’s not an easy color to pull off. I just assumed I’d never find out the meaning.

I was wrong. Back to that day on the set of RuPaul’s Drag Race…

I walked onto the soundstage on High Gaga Alert. Code Red, honey. As I rounded every corner, I prepared myself to be Gaga-ready. I would be confident, I told myself. But not overly so. The perfect blend of casual fangirl and respectful colleague. After all, we were basically coworkers now—just a couple of regular Joes trying to make a living, you know? No biggie. Be cool. She’s just a normal—

OH, MY GOD, THERE’S LADY FUCKING GAGA!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Trust me—keeping your cool when you see a superstar like Lady Gaga in person is impossible. I turned into a cartoon version of myself, with steam coming out of my ears, eyeballs popping out of my head, and tongue unrolling out of my mouth. Category is… Roger Rabbit Realness!

Luckily, I don’t think she even noticed. She walked onto the set and graciously greeted Ru and my cojudges Michelle Visage and Carson Kressley. Then, in front of everyone—my costars, the crew, her entire glam squad, and the ghosts of my ancestors—Lady Gaga turned to me and said, “Ross, I need to talk to you.”

Gaga say what? I gulped.

She continued, “Do you remember seeing me at the Golden Globes?”

Huh? What are the Golden Globes? What is happening? Who am I? I tried to catch up. I mumbled, “Ummm… yeah…”

Then Lady Gaga proceeded to tell a story I’ll never forget. A story for the ages. The greatest story ever told. A story that one day Grandpa Ross will sit in a rocking chair and tell his grandchildren over and over again as they roll their eyes because they’re ungrateful little bastards who never have to work a day in their lives, little shits.

Gaga continued, “I was in my hotel room that day, right before I had to go walk the Golden Globes red carpet. I was getting ready and I was so nervous. I mean, I’m just a singer and these people are movie stars. What was I doing there? I was literally… trembling.” Turning to her glam squad, she said, “You were all there…”

They nodded in agreement. I just stood there, unable to blink or think.

She went on. “I was petrified. And then somebody turned on the TV and do you know what I saw?”

I didn’t know. Forensic Files? That show is always on. That annoying “You’re killing me, Larry” mattress commercial? A test of the Emergency Broadcast System? I had no clue. “What was on TV?”

“You.” She pointed at me. “You were on TV. And do you know what you said?”

Oh dear God, what did I say? I swear I didn’t mean it! Or maybe I did! I don’t know what’s happening! WHAT IN THE FUCK DID I SAY?!?!?!?

She looked right at me—directly through my eyeballs, past my brain, and deep into my soul.

As the entire room watched and listened, she dramatically paused before continuing. You could hear a pin drop. “You were on TV right there in my hotel room and you said, ‘I’m just excited to see Lady Gaga!’ ”

I remembered saying that and I remembered meaning it. What I didn’t really think about that day, even though I was on live TV at the time, was that there was any possibility that she could’ve seen it.

Gaga went on, “After you said that, I took a moment and took a deep breath.” As if to illustrate her point, she actually took a big, deep breath. “And then I exhaled.” And she actually did, for the benefit of the story. “And then I said out loud to myself, ‘I’m gonna go do this for Ross… and for all the other Rosses out there.’ ”

I had now left my body and was watching the two of us talk from above. Two things struck me: This was a once-in-a-lifetime moment and my hair looked amazing that day. I felt like I was about to burst. Or cry. Or both.

I was almost afraid to bring up our odd Golden Globe eye contact moment, on the off chance it was just in my head, but I couldn’t help myself. I really felt the need to either verify the cosmic connection I had felt with her at that moment or risk the possibility that she didn’t even remember. I went for it… “That’s so funny because I remember seeing you there on the red carpet.”

“I remember, too,” she said quietly.

I knew it!

I went on, “And I remember locking eyes with you, and I don’t know, but I felt like you were saying ‘hi’ or something—”

“No!” she interrupted, pointing her finger in my face.

Really? But I thought I had felt it so strongly. How could I have been so wrong?

She smiled and said, “ ‘I was saying thank you’.”

Wow. Just wow. I know it’s silly, but sometimes I’m such a superfan of famous people that it seems like “they” live on a different planet than “us,” you know? It was so surreal to think that something I had said about Lady Gaga would not only be heard by her, but be something that she needed to hear. The lesson here? You never know who might be listening, so always try to put something good out into the world.

And, as if all that wasn’t enough, my new best friend and spiritual guru, Lady Gaga, gave me one final gift. Knowing that I wouldn’t be able to keep this monumental tale to myself, she wrapped it all up by saying, “And you can tell everyone I said it!”

So that’s exactly what I just did.

Oh, and by the way, if you’re anything like me, you’ve been obsessing over my award-worthy seven-layer bean dip since I mentioned it at the beginning of this chapter. So here you go. You’re welcome.

ROSSIPE

Seven-Layer Bean Dip



	2 cans refried beans

	1 can mild green chilies

	Guacamole (I make my own—lime is key!)

	1 container sour cream mixed with ½ pouch of taco seasoning

	1 cup grated cheddar cheese

	1 can black olives

	1 cup fresh pico de gallo

	1 cup grated Monterey Jack cheese

	Six strips bacon

	1 green onion, chopped

	½ lime



Mix refried beans with the green chilies and spread in the bottom of your dish. Evenly spread the guacamole on top, then the sour cream mixture on top of that. Then pile the other layers, in this order: cheese (reserving some), black olives, pico de gallo, rest of the cheese. Cook bacon until it’s crispy, crumble and sprinkle on top. Finally, add a smidgen of green onion on top and squeeze lime over the whole thing. Serve with beer and tortilla chips.








CHAPTER TWO The View Story, Part One
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COCKTAIL

Barbara Walters Old Fashioned with Extra Bitters



	2 ounces bourbon or rye whiskey

	4 to 5 dashes of bitters

	1 sugar cube

	Orange and/or cherry (to garnish)



Combine bourbon/whiskey with bitters, add a few ice cubes, drop in sugar cube (and allow to dissolve), and garnish with your choice of fruit.



ROSSIPE

Barbara Waltermelon Salad



	Seedless watermelon

	Arugula

	Balsamic vinegar

	Feta cheese

	Salt and pepper, to taste

	Mint



Cut a 1-inch thick triangle of watermelon and place on top of a bed of arugula. In a saucepan, pour a quarter cup of balsamic vinegar and heat on low, stirring with a spoon often until it reduces and thickens slightly. Remove from heat. Crumble some feta over your watermelon and then, using the spoon, lightly drizzle over the reduced balsamic vinegar. Salt and pepper to taste. Finely chop mint and sprinkle on top.



IT’S BEEN SAID that you should never meet your heroes because you could be sadly disappointed if they fail to live up to your expectations. And that makes sense. After all, celebrities aren’t perfect. But honestly, despite having met just about everybody by the time 2007 rolled around, that had never happened to me. Every celebrity I’d met had been wonderful so far. Maybe I had just been lucky? So many of my idols have not only lived up to, but exceeded, my expectations. But then my luck ran out.

I love Barbara Walters. In fact, I wrote a paper on her in college. I know what you’re thinking—You went to college?

How dare you.

Undeniably a trailblazer, Barbara is one of the most successful people in the history of television. And she did it at a time when they didn’t allow someone like her on television—a woman with a “unique voice.”

I can certainly relate to that. I always wanted to be on television, but when I was growing up, they would never allow someone like me on TV—an openly gay man with a unique voice.

But she did it, and she did it better than anyone else ever had. In a male-dominated industry, Barbara never backed down, earning as much money as—if not more than—her male counterparts and carving out an entirely new and original genre of journalism.

Barbara paved the way for every “very special” sit-down celebrity interview you’ve ever seen. Way before Oprah, Barbara’s intimate and often tearful conversations with celebrities and world leaders made viewers feel like a fly on the wall getting the inside scoop. She asked questions no one else asked. I mean, “If you were a tree, what kind of tree would you be?” Come on, that’s great stuff!

(For the record, I’d be a weeping willow, mostly because I always sob while watching Steel Magnolias. I always burst into tears twice during that movie: Obviously when Julia Roberts—spoiler alert—dies, and before that when she—spoiler alert—cuts all her beautiful hair off. Sorry, honey, but that is not a good look!)

Barbara’s impact on every broadcaster who has ever conducted a one-on-one celebrity interview cannot be overstated. And needless to say, as someone who has spent more than his fair share of time on red carpets trying to get something new and fresh out of overexposed stars, Barbara Walters has always been a huge inspiration to me.

So when I finally got the chance to meet her, I dreamed that she would adore me as much as I adored her. I also dreamed as a young boy that Santa would bring me a magical pony that sang like Madonna. Neither of those things happened.

When Barbara and I finally met, the dream that she would truly adore me still seemed like a possibility. I had just completed a show called Celebrity Fit Club in which I lost forty pounds by competing in events like kayak races against rapper Da Brat and Screech from Saved by the Bell while eating Kristin Chenoweth–sized portions of twigs and berries. The show generated pretty good ratings on VH1, so I hired a fancy Hollywood publicist to see how I could (low-fat) milk it for everything it was worth.

I’ll never forget when I got the call. “Ross,” my publicist said, “you’ll never believe it. They want you to be a guest on The View!”

OMG. The View. I couldn’t even. I had watched The View every single morning since the show debuted with the OG cohosts Barbara, Meredith Vieira, Joy Behar, Star Jones, and Debbie Matenopoulos. Despite a few personnel shake-ups throughout the years, the show was still going strong. Actually, it had never been hotter. A little context… This was right after my friend Rosie O’Donnell had dramatically left the show as a cohost—for the first time—after that infamous, live, on-air fight with Elisabeth Hasselbeck. It was epic and it was everywhere and everyone who was anyone was now watching The View.

I couldn’t wait to go on there and discuss those (soon-to-be-regained) forty pounds I lost on Fit Club. I remember every minor detail—what I wore (a slimming black tuxedo shirt under a gray blazer that I got at Macy’s for an extra 40 percent off the sale price), what I had for breakfast (a turkey sausage breakfast burrito from room service), and I remember what scared me most (how in the hell to be a guest on a talk show).

I’d started as Ross the Intern in 2001, working as a correspondent on The Tonight Show, doing everything from covering the Academy Awards, jumping out of an airplane, competing in a demolition derby, and so much more. But, up until that point, I had never actually been a guest on a talk show. How did it work? Think about it—on The View at that time there were not one, but three hosts—Barbara, Joy, and Elisabeth. When one of them asked me a question, did I answer just that host or all of them or did I look at the audience? What if they asked me a question I didn’t have an answer to? Would there be math involved? And—worst of all—what if I wasn’t funny?

Well, it turns out I didn’t need to worry. Like Tom Brady with a football or Liza with a Z, when it came to talk shows, I was a natural. Not to toot my own tooter (honey, if I could I’d never leave the house), but I killed it. For reals. That segment was the best four minutes of my life. Even better than that one time I had sex! Every joke landed, my banter with the ladies was top notch, and I could tell I was charming the Chanel pants off my journalistic idol, Barbara Walters.

I was on cloud nine, until Miss Walters sent me to a level I didn’t even realize existed: cloud ten! After my segment was over, while walking down the hallway backstage, I heard the show returning from the commercial break, and Barbara, still on stage with the other women, saying on air, “We’re all still laughing! I think we should have Ross come back and cohost one day, don’t you?” The audience burst into applause with agreement.

Ummmm… what? Did Barbara Walters just say on national TV—on a show that I watch every morning—that she wanted more of me? I couldn’t believe that I actually lived in a world where the legendary Barbara Walters even knew who I was. And now she loved and adored me? Somebody, pinch me!

The producers asked me if I could come back in a month to cohost and I answered way too quickly, like I had just been asked out on a date by Ashton Kutcher (arguably in his prime in 2007, although I’d still hit it).

I went back to LA and my normal life, except nothing was normal. I wasn’t just Ross Mathews anymore. I was a person who got to go on The View and have Barbara Walters as a mentor and best friend. It was a dream story come true. Now when I’d watch The View from home, I’d study what the other cohosts did. No detail was lost on me, like how often they chimed in and even how they held their limited-edition, cohosts-only coffee mug. I wondered, What’s in those mugs? Will I get one of those mugs? (I did. I gave it to my mom. She broke it, bless her clumsy heart.)

Right before this big fruit was to return to the Big Apple for his big break, I went on a big weeklong cruise. Rosie O’Donnell and her then-wife Kelli owned R Family Vacations and asked me to come entertain the guests on board. Honey, I was born to cruise! Bonding with strangers at all-you-can-eat buffets and drunken piano bars? Sign me up!

As much as I love cruises and was ready to have an out-of-control, wild week of shellfish, show tunes, and shuffleboard, all I could think of was my triumphant return to The View when we got back to dry land. As we set sail, the Rosie-leaving-The-View scandal was still making waves, and Rosie found herself in the eye of the storm and the eye of the tabloids. I was so excited and wanted to talk to somebody about it, but I didn’t want to rock the boat by bringing it up to Rosie, seeing as how she had just recently jumped ship herself. But one night in her suite on the cruise liner, the always-intuitive Rosie threw me a life preserver in the form of a “What’s up, kid?”

“I don’t want to bother you with this, but I’m actually gonna guest cohost The View when we get back to New York,” I told her, a little worried as to how she might react.

I should have known better. She immediately burst into laughter. “That’s awesome! You’ll be great!”

Relieved, I confessed, “I’m honestly a little nervous.”

Rosie leaned forward, looked me right in the eye, and then gave me the kind of guidance and wisdom she’s offered since the very first day I met her. “Look, you’re very good at being you, Ross. So just do that and you’ll be fine.”

Leave it to Rosie. She’s always been a source of guidance for me. I felt so much better, and the rest of the cruise was smooth sailing. (I promise that’s the last cruise pun from this seaman.)

When I got back to New York I met up with my Tonight Show crew, who had flown all the way from Burbank to cover my big day at The View. They were all so proud and happy for me. These were the same people I’d been working with since my very first segment for Jay Leno, headed by my writer, Anthony. The plan was that they’d film everything I did as I prepped backstage for my big shot at cohosting The View, and we’d show it all on air on an upcoming episode of The Tonight Show.

Although they are all fun, some segments on The Tonight Show are admittedly more work than others. But this one was turning out to be a blast. The crew and I ran around backstage getting away with as much as we could, genuinely just excited to be there. I was then told it was time for me to join The View preshow morning production meeting and, unfortunately, cameras were not allowed to attend—only The View producers and hosts were allowed. My Tonight Show crew wished me luck as I walked—alone—into the lion’s den.

I entered the room to find the ladies of The View having their hair and makeup done, and I immediately understood why cameras weren’t allowed. Not throwing shade! Makeup rooms are sacred places where stars are free to let their hair down, literally. No one wants to look up and see cameras before a hair-don’t is professionally transformed into a hair-do. As a natural beauty myself, I don’t personally understand, but I try to be empathetic.

There were four makeup chairs, one for each cohost. Elisabeth was in the far corner, Joy was next to her, followed by an empty chair, and then Barbara. I sat in the empty chair between Joy and Barbara and took deep breaths, trying to lower my heart rate and control my flop sweat. To them, this was just another morning. But to me, it was as if I had won some sort of lottery and the prize was the chance to crawl inside my television. The producers all sat behind us as the hosts were getting their makeup done, looking forward into the mirror as they talked to the reflection of the producers behind them.

I was in awe. I was in the belly of the beast—and there were beastly butterflies in my belly! I was seeing what most normal people never get to see and it was fascinating. I kept sneaking a look into the mirror, trying to catch the eye of my new BFF, Barbara. We hadn’t seen each other since the last time I was on the show, when I knocked it out of the park and she invited me back in front of everyone live on TV. Remember that? I couldn’t wait to say hi and continue our blossoming lovefest.

Here’s some insight into how The View works. The morning meeting in the makeup room is where they decide which stories they’ll discuss on the show that day. The cohosts and producers are presented with a stack of papers with about fifty different story options on them. Then they all discuss who has a good take on a story, which story is the most interesting, and, most importantly, are there any stories they have passionate, disagreeing views on (those always get chosen because the conversations are better when the hosts have opposing opinions).

I was feeling pretty comfortable at this point (or at least I was doing an okay job of faking it), so when they brought up one particular story that piqued my interest, I enthusiastically spoke up. “You know, I have a good take on that!”

The producers all nodded. “Good,” one of them said. “Then we should do that one.”

Then my friend Barbara, who up to this point hadn’t chimed in, finally broke her silence. Needless to say, it wasn’t what I was expecting. “Who is he and why is he here?”

The room fell silent. I looked around. Who was she talking about? It suddenly became painfully clear that she was talking about me. I assumed she was kidding. I mean, hellooooo—she had invited me. So I thought I’d respond playfully.

I sang out, way too loud and way too long, waving my arms in the air, channeling my inner Oprah introducing John Travolta, “I’m here to cohost The Viewwwwww!!!!!!”

Her face didn’t change. Everything was happening in slow motion. Elisabeth—who was so sweet to me—tried to help by reminding Barbara, “Ross was on as a guest a few weeks ago and you asked him back to cohost.”

Barbara interrupted her, barking loudly, “Can someone please tell me who he is so I can talk about him on television?”

All the blood drained from my head. I couldn’t think. I instinctively knew to remain quiet, but I couldn’t help it and the words just poured out of me. Like a wounded child, I looked at Barbara in the mirror and without thinking asked, “Why are you being so rude to me?”

Finally, Barbara turned from the mirror and looked me directly in the eye. “Because I have no idea who you are or why you’re here.”

Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep… CLEAR! Flatline. Dead on arrival.

Listen, I get it. Barbara Walters was much busier than I was famous, and I understood where I ranked in the Hollywood hierarchy—somewhere just below Flo from the Progressive commercials and slightly above Angelina Jolie’s creepy brother. So I wasn’t insulted by the fact that she had clearly forgotten ever meeting me. But, to be completely honest, I was a little disappointed by her demeanor.

I decided not to take it personally, trying desperately to remain optimistic. Maybe she was just having a bad day? Maybe she had too much on her plate? Whatever the reason, I can assure you of this: Barbara wasn’t just some confused older woman. Remember, this was in 2007, and Barbara—even at the age of seventy-seven—was at the top of her game hosting and executive-producing the most successful daily talk show on TV. At the time, she was sharp as a tack and totally in charge.

The producers took mercy on me and kindly wrapped the meeting up quickly. I remained there seated awkwardly, completely shell-shocked. Joy noticed and whispered to me, “Don’t worry about her, honey.”

When I walked out of the makeup room, my Tonight Show crew was waiting for me—cameras rolling—with eager faces, wanting to capture my continued excitement. I shook my head, covered the camera lens with my hands, and mouthed, “No, no, no…” while ushering them out of the danger zone and into the sanctuary of my dressing room.

“You will not fucking believe what just happened,” I whispered.

I filled them all in and we just sort of stared at each other. “Well,” my writer Anthony said, “we’ve still got to get a good piece out of this, so… good luck with that!”

Looking back, it’s hilarious. In that moment, it wasn’t.

There are times in your life when you have to dig deep and do something that scares the shit out of you. That moment right before you skydive, when you try sushi for the first time, or when you’re the only boy at your junior high school cheerleading tryouts—you know what I’m talking about, right? Well, this was one of those moments.

Sure, I could’ve backed out. Explosive diarrhea is always a good excuse! I could’ve used that… again. But I didn’t. I decided to stare fear in the face, and that face belonged to Barbara Walters.

I gave myself a little pep talk. Just go out there and do what you do, I thought. Remember what Rosie told you on the cruise. Be funny. Be real. Don’t let anyone get you down. Plus, maybe Barbara was just having a bad morning and now that she’s fully caffeinated, she’ll totally change her tune! Yeah! Everything is gonna be just fine!

I’ve always been an optimist. For me, the mimosa is always half-full.

So there I was backstage, all dressed up and with just a touch of powder on my face (like I told you, I really am a natural beauty). My notes were all organized, printed neatly on three-by-five index cards with The View logo on the back. Very cool. We were just about to walk out onto the iconic set, sit at the famous View table, and entertain a nation. My Tonight Show camera was rolling on me as an announcer’s voice came on the overhead speaker and said, “We’re live in ten, nine, eight…”

I felt a mix of terror and excitement, much like I imagine astronauts must feel as they’re counted down and thrust into the great unknown.

I noticed Barbara standing right next to me. She looked gorgeous—like the star that she was. Her coif was perfect—not a hair out of place. Her makeup flawless. She looked much more pleasant than she had about an hour ago in the makeup room when she crushed my young dreams. It occurred to me that this was my last chance to get Barbara on my side before we went out on stage and were on live TV together. Maybe, just maybe, if I could get her to understand that I was just a scared kid who had always looked up to her, her hardened exterior would soften and everything would be okay.

The voice overhead continued, “… seven, six, five…”

I gulped, took a breath and—with Tonight Show cameras rolling—asked, “Barbara? Do you have any last-minute advice for me?”

Without missing a beat, Barbara—my idol, the woman about whom I had written an essay in college—looked me dead in the eye and said, “I’d like to tell you to go out there and be yourself, but I hope you won’t.”

“… four, three, two, one… And we’re live!”

She really said that. And do you know how I know she said that? Because my Tonight Show cameras were rolling and, about a week later, we aired it on our show. Our entire studio audience gasped when she said that to me. I even got an apology letter afterward—not from Barbara, but from a higher-up at The View. True story.

But back to that moment… Right after Barbara offered that oh-so-helpful nugget of sage advice, someone or something from behind me—maybe God or the ghost of Judy Garland?—shoved me out onto that stage and I sort of just went into autopilot. Then, I heard the crowd cheering and saw audience members holding signs with my name written on them and my confidence started to kick in a bit. “Thank you!” I gratefully shouted to the screaming audience.

When Barbara heard me say thank you, she shot me a look and, loudly and in front of everyone, asked, “You think this is all for you?”

What was her fucking problem?!? I mean, no, not all of the applause was for me. But maybe like two of the claps? I’ll take it. So I decided to give them a show. I tried to chime in on each topic, I made Joy laugh, and I didn’t let Barbara rattle me. And you know what? It went… okay. I survived. It won’t go down as one of the finest hours in television history, but nobody could tell what had just gone on backstage, so I considered it a success. And it was a great lesson for me to learn as a performer: The audience doesn’t care if you’ve had a bad day, or you woke up with a cold, or an icon that you’ve always looked up to let you down seconds before you walked out on stage. They just want a good show. And, looking back, it dawns on me now that this could be why I never, ever get flustered anymore. I can handle anything that’s thrown my way. So, thanks for that, Babs. I learned a lot from you.

Seems like that should be the end of my View story, right? It wrapped up pretty nicely, huh? Well, just like when I assumed Barbara Walters and I were gonna end up being lifelong friends, you’d be wrong. There’s more to this story.
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