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Introduction


Shake Hands with
the Devil


Luck? Good genes? A brilliant mind? No. There has to be more to it than that.


Ashton Kutcher must have made a deal with the devil.


The evidence? It’s everywhere.


Kutcher was barely out of his bib overalls and life in a one-horse Iowa farming town when he was spotted by a talent scout at a restaurant. She convinced him to enter a local modeling contest. He did. He won. Forget about no pain, no gain. Ashton Kutcher barely batted an eyelash and he was in the winner’s circle.


He went to New York, where he promptly won another contest and was immediately signed to an exclusive modeling contract. Kutcher’s long (six feet three), lean (185 pounds), lanky, boyish, Li’l Abner good looks, charming smile, soft piercing eyes, and sense of innocence mixed with a dash of arrogance made him an instant commodity on the catwalks of the world.


After a year of living the high life and making big bucks modeling for the likes of Calvin Klein, Gucci, Versace, and Abercrombie & Fitch, Kutcher decided he wanted to be an actor. The fact that he had not acted since his high school production of To Kill a Mockingbird did not seem to faze him. He just knew it was something he wanted to do. Ashton flew to Los Angeles and, on his first day in town, was offered the starring role in two different television pilots. The one he chose was That ’70s Show.


The show’s a hit. Kutcher is an instant star. Playing a bumbling, gullible, not too bright teen Mike Kelso whose sole agenda in life seemed to be to get high and get laid. This is the part he was meant to play. It came so easy to him. Almost too easy.


Shake hands with the devil? Ashton Kutcher must have. How else can you explain what happened next?


Within a year he’s signed to a three-picture deal with Miramax. If you blinked you missed most of his early film work. If you didn’t, you saw Dude, Where’s My Car? The critics said he could barely act and wondered—tongue in cheek, of course—if Mike Kelso were the real person and Ashton Kutcher really a figment of our collective imagination. But in the immortal words of Jim Morrison, “the little girls understand” all too well. Tiger Beat, Teen Vogue, Cosmogirl, and Twist became the media thrones from which Ashton Kutcher looked down on his minions and smiled.


But while the initial marketing of Ashton Kutcher hinged on the preteens and teens accepting his good looks and his favorite color, a tradition that has its roots in the marketing of teen idols all the way back to Fabian, Annette, and, yes, Richard Chamberlain, the brains (that’s right, I said brains) behind Ashton Kutcher were already looking toward the bigger picture.


Two years later he’s producing and hosting the MTV show Punk’d. Playing everyman and bringing the fantasy of real people seeing celebrities get theirs into MTV reality. Less than two years after he uttered his first words in the pilot episode of That ’70s Show, he’s starring in motion pictures that critics hate but make boatloads of money.


Strangely, rather than dismiss him as yet another questionable teen creation who, for the short term, had gotten lucky, the media were beating the drums for him as the consensus next Big Thing. The next year, more production deals, more starring roles, and co-ownership of a hip Hollywood restaurant that is an immediate success. Finally, in 2003, he signs an extension to his That ’70s Show that adds a reported $5 million to his already substantial fortune.


If it seems like he’s never in the same outfit twice, that’s because designers from all over the world are lining up to give him clothes in the hopes that he will become a walking billboard. Open his refrigerator and every liquid refreshment is a freebie from a company dying to have him mention their beverage as an integral part of his lifestyle. And the maddening part of it all is that he does not deny the swag; rather Ashton looks upon it as a legitimate perk of his success and tells the suppliers of this graft to keep it coming.


Kutcher has never had a bad hair day—or, for that matter, a bad anything. Don’t you just want to smack this guy?


“I know I make it sound easy,” Kutcher once said of his rapid rise. “I like it when it sounds easy.”


Sound familiar? If you can remember back that far, try Dean Martin on for size. Dean Martin, confidant of Frank Sinatra and Sammy Davis Jr. and an integral part of that late fifties, early sixties institution called the Rat Pack, was never so much an actor as a grown-up little boy who got through the world by playing himself. He was a brash, arrogant, swaggering so-and-so, and, against all the odds, he got away with it. Dino meet Ashton. Ashton meet Dino.


And then there’s the ladies.


Kutcher makes no bones about loving women. Unlike 99.9 percent of the men on this planet, however, he has no problem getting the cream of Tinseltown’s hottest. He does not appear to put forth much effort. Put him in the middle of a party and, presto, he’s a honey-dripping chick magnet. In no particular order, the actor has been involved with or made some kind of time with Brittany Murphy, Ashley Scott, Britney Spears, January Jones, Amy Smart, and Monet Mazur. Currently, the twenty-six-year-old actor is the darling of the gossip columns as the boy toy of the actress Demi Moore, who is fifteen years his senior.


He once partied hard with the underage daughters of the president of the United States right under the noses of the Secret Service, made a play for the wife of his soon-to-be business partner, and, in an extraordinary example of pure balls, walked up to Brad Pitt at a party and asked his permission to take his wife, Jennifer Aniston, out on a date. Pitt just stared at him and reportedly laughed, “Yeah. Okay. Cool.” Big mistake on Pitt’s part. Ashton took it as tacit approval for him to take his shot, and so, not long afterward, he got onto the set of Friends and slipped a note to a wardrobe lady, who gave the note to Jennifer. It read, “What’s up with our date?” (She did not respond.)


That Pitt did not deck him on the spot is a further example of the blessing that is Ashton Kutcher’s life.


“Women, that’s my vice,” the actor says matter-of-factly. “I love the company of women,”


If Ashton Kutcher’s life is not a deal with the devil, I don’t know what is.


It’s too damned good. The worst thing that’s happened to him is that he’s had to tell a beautiful woman he was not interested anymore. Or maybe it’s the writer’s cramp he gets from signing those million-dollar checks. Ashton Kutcher is the guy everybody loves to hate. But the too numerous websites are on fire with hits, the fan mail never stops, and any magazine with his mug on the cover sells out immediately. So why does everybody love this guy so much?


Because at the end of the day, this admittedly business-savvy personality is widely perceived as normal in his approach to life.


Sure he’s part-owner in a high-end restaurant, but he’s also been known to get excited about the crab leg special at Red Lobster. His taste in cars runs to Land Rover and Chevy El Camino. He’s just as comfortable in stylin’ P. Diddy duds as he is in a trucker’s cap and jeans. And he admits to biting his nails.


The teenager in him can talk your ear off on the relative merits of Van Halen, Prodigy, and White Zombie. When he visits his parents back in the little town of Homestead, he’s more likely to be found doing chores for his mother than acting like the Hollywood star he has miraculously become.


His press interviews are less an exercise in prefab answers to softball questions than they are an excuse to hang out and shoot the shit with a complete stranger. He signs autographs. He talks to fans who recognize him on the street. He’s been known to pose for a real person’s camera. It’s rare that Kutcher strays far from his humble blue-collar Iowa roots.


And whether being humble and charismatic is a natural gift or one he’s developed as a defense against Hollywood cynicism, it is a talent that has drawn a number of supporters to his side.


“He is just a naturally, really sweet smart guy,” said his That ’70s Show costar Mila Kunis. “He’s a really great businessman.”


Amy Smart, his costar on the film The Butterfly Effect, offered, “He’s charismatic, funny, and goofy. He also can become extremely serious and focused. It’s an interesting combination.”


“He’s a real gentleman,” said That ’70s Show costar and good buddy Wilmer Valderrama. “He doesn’t kiss and tell.”


Kutcher has said that his down-to-earth nature is unique because it’s real, which, he has often stated, is contrary to the Hollywood rule of thumb. “People in this town spend too much time working at being normal. I walk through my house that I shouldn’t have and get in my car that I shouldn’t have and go to my job that I shouldn’t have and believe I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”


Yeah, but can he act? And is that really important?


Because Ashton Kutcher is a celebrity, not a movie star. And recent history has shown that celebrities only have to look good, not necessarily act well. Is it possible for a celebrity to act? Certainly. Can Ashton Kutcher act?


The jury is still out on that.


In a limited light-comedy, television sitcom sort of way, he can. We’re not talking Olivier or Brando. Although with the right material, one can occasionally see a bit of James Dean or Johnny Depp sliding through the perfect pores and smile. But when compared with the collective abilities of the faceless hoards that populate every show on Fox, UPN, and WB, he would certainly grade out at slightly better than average.


As an actor, Ashton Kutcher has yet to prove to anyone that he’s more than just a one-trick pony. It would be easy for Kutcher to just ride this lightweight nag to the end and burn out a very young, very rich man. But Kutcher is a smart son of a bitch. In between the rush of expected fluff, he turned in a flawed but interesting dramatic turn in the film The Butterfly Effect in early 2004. And even in such abject garbage as My Boss’s Daughter and such teen gas as Dude, Where’s My Car? there’s been an instinctive, everyman quality that makes up for any great acting chops.


Ashton the actor is not big on the Strasberg Method. He won’t talk theory and Stanislavski method acting until your eyes glaze over. He seems to know his place in this universe, and it’s actor with a small a.


“I don’t think you have to be Sean Penn to be a great actor,” Kutcher has said, tongue firmly planted in cheek. “But I have no clue what I’m talking about. I’ve been here for two years, and this is what I’ve made sense of so far.”


Huh?


And ultimately, that may be Ashton Kutcher’s saving grace. Like Mike Kelso, the character he plays so well on That ’70s Show, Ashton seems to wander through life without a discernible clue yet manages to come out smelling like a rose.


Ashton knows that he is perceived as laid-back, moderately talented, not too bright, and awfully damned lucky. And his response to those charges is to be the walking embodiment of the old “sticks and stones” adage. He knows he is not all that and, on more than one occasion, has agreed with his attackers and warned his fans away from something that he does not see as his best work. He has stated on more than one occasion that his ace in the hole is that people have always had such low expectations of him that he is able to use that as an advantage.


Ashton Kutcher is not the consensus all-american. Far from it. You’ll find just as many people who despise him and think him the walking butt of a joke as ones who worship the ground he walks on. But let’s be honest here. If everybody were madly in love with Ashton Kucher, wouldn’t that be kind of boring? The conflict? The tension? We’d have none of that. What makes the world go around is having somebody we love to hate, and Ashton Kutcher is definitely that.


Let’s be honest in our assessment of Ashton Kutcher. Most of us would give our eyeteeth to be him, to make his money, to get his action, to have his celebrity. But for most of us that’s never going to happen, because we have real lives to live, real dues to pay, and real responsibilities to deal with. So, yeah, a lot of us are just plain jealous.


So why would anybody want to read a book about someone who has made a career out of stumbling into life-changing situations without breaking a sweat or stubbing a toe? Someone a lot of us admittedly don’t like. Because Ashton Kutcher, through dumb luck or pop culture’s current preoccupation with the likes of Paris Hilton, Jessica Simpson, Anna Nicole Smith, and the Osbournes is as close to living the dream life as most of us will ever get.


Without selling our soul to the devil.




Chapter One
Blue Collar



Grant Wood, the artist of the famous painting American Gothic, grew up there. The Quaker Oats and General Foods plants that produce everybody’s favorite cereals are located there. Iowa is also the place Herbert Hoover lived the early part of his life.


Beyond those distinctions, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, is blue collar personified. Through the decades, men and women have labored in its factories and its fields. Cedar Rapids children are not raised to be actors and models—or to have a job that requires a shirt and tie. Those that manage to leave its confines never really leave it behind them. The city is in their clothes, it’s in their bodies, it’s in their souls. Cedar Rapids produces tough men and women who spend their lives for an hourly wage and a weekly paycheck that never quite seems enough.


People like Larry and Diane Kutcher.


Larry Kutcher was born in 1949. The son of a hardworking couple, he was a part of the postwar baby boom that blanketed the United States with a wave of hope and optimism and created families whose traditional values preached an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay, church on Sundays, and a salute or hand over heart every time the American flag passed in review. It all sounded right to Larry Kutcher, so he grew to embrace this blue-collar American ideal. Big on sports. Always had a job. Larry Kutcher was somebody who learned to love a part of the country he would never leave.


He grew into a ruggedly handsome man who wore the lines and creases of a working man on his face and hands like badges of honor. In the hardworking community of Cedar Rapids, he was considered quite a catch for any woman.


As was Diane Kutcher for any man. Born in 1952, Diane was smart, self-sufficient, and not afraid to work long hours for blue-collar pay. She was also quite attractive.


That was the first thing Larry Kutcher noticed.


The pair met and fell in love in the early 1970s. Theirs was a courtship that was as formal as it was passionate. They shared the same goals for their lives and believed equally in the importance of family. They married and settled in a small house on the northwest side of Cedar Rapids.


While people in the big cities were setting their lives to the beat of disco and the free-love movement, the Kutchers were strictly nine-to-five people, up with the sun and off to their middle-class, workaday lives.


The factories that produced popular products had long been a fixture in Cedar Rapids. It’s where the vast majority of its citizens punched a clock. For many this was higher education. And it was in these factories where Larry and Diane Kutcher easily found employment.


Larry Kutcher had a job working in a Cedar Rapids butcher shop. When he had the time, he reportedly worked on the assembly line in a Fruit Roll-Ups plant. Diane worked on the Head and Shoulders shampoo assembly line in the nearby Proctor & Gamble factory. It was hard, often dirty, and often tedious work. It brought a paycheck that rarely covered the bare necessities. And though there was a big, wide world out there, the Kutchers felt Cedar Rapids was home and had no desire to see what was beyond the city limits. Theirs was a life built on a simple lifestyle and small pleasures and the hope that they would begin a family in the not too distant future.


Their wish came true when Diane became pregnant and the couple welcomed their first child, a daughter named Tausha, into the world in 1975. Larry and Diane were overjoyed and doted on their firstborn. Since a large family was always in Larry and Diane’s plans, it came as no real surprise, early in 1977, that Diane discovered that she was once again pregnant. What came as a happy shock to the Kutchers was the discovery that Diane was carrying twins.


The months leading up to the birth were exciting times for the family. The Kutchers were diligent in monitoring the pregnancy and happily clearing space for the babies that were on the way. Diane Kutcher went into labor on February 7, 1978. Shortly thereafter Christopher Ashton Kutcher came kicking and screaming into the world. Five minutes later, he was joined by his fraternal twin brother, Michael.


The joy of their birth was tempered when it was discovered that Michael had been born with a mild form of cerebral palsy.


Larry Kutcher will always remember that moment. “We were shocked. How could we possibly have one healthy baby and another baby that would be afflicted with cerebral palsy?”


In the first few days after their babies’ birth, Larry and Diane felt torn between the reality of twin boys in their lives and the reality that one of them was ill. But they were heartened when told by doctors that though Michael would need constant medication he would live a fairly normal life.


Christopher Ashton Kutcher and his brother grew up in a family that valued togetherness and was big on informality. Although it was never really spoken, the Kutcher family preached a do-your-own-thing philosophy that, from the outset, encouraged individuality and curiosity in their offspring. Of course there were rules to be followed and parents to be obeyed. And if they did not do their chores, they heard about it. But Larry and Diane meted out discipline with a light hand.


Tom McDonald, the high school principal, did not see the results of that parenting for quite a few years but what he eventually saw was the result of a positive upbringing. “Ashton’s got wonderful parents,” he said. “They would stand up for their child. They raised him well.”


The children’s parents were big on good-natured teasing and name-calling, so sit-down meals or get-togethers in the Kutcher household often dissolved into aggressive games of verbal attacks in which Christopher learned at an early age to give as good as he got.


“I come from a family where if you do something stupid, you immediately hear about it. So I learned to kind of bring it up first in a funny kind of way before the rest of the family could get you,” he recalled.


Christopher also often fell victim to the family’s habit of name-calling when he was growing up.


“The big thing in my family was that we were always giving each other nicknames,” he said. “I can’t remember how many I had as a kid.”


Sometimes the horseplay would take the form of stealth attacks from his sister while he was sleeping. “Tausha would always mess with me,” recalled Ashton of those early years. “I would fall asleep and wake up in full makeup. Can you imagine how scary that was for a little kid to wake up with lipstick, mascara, and eye shadow on?”


Although fraternal twins, the brothers Kutcher could not be more different in temperment. Michael, due in part to his frail physical condition, was fairly shy and reserved. Christopher, on the other hand, was a much more physical, spirited, outgoing child who made friends easily and, from an early age, seemed to crave the center of attention. Michael would choose his words and thoughts carefully, while Christopher was a shoot-from-the-hip child who could be outrageous even when small.


Ashton maintains to this day that the differences between Michael and himself were the result of chance and nothing more. “We shared the same bedroom and the same influences. With us, everything was always fifty-fifty.”


While Christopher would never couch his relationship with his brother in anything but the most positive terms, he would in later years acknowledge that growing up with a twin brother had both its upsides and downsides.


“Your best friend is always with you, and you never have to look for somebody to play with or somebody to talk about stuff with. But at the same time, when you want to be alone, it’s very hard to do because there’s always somebody there.”


Ashton denies to this day that he was a funny kid when he was growing up. However, those in his circle of family and friends noticed a sly streak and a subtle sense of humor that would surface in the heat of verbal combat with family members and friends. Christopher was a quick thinker, one quite capable of formulating smart-aleck comebacks at the drop of a hat.


Ashton was a normal kid, so was prone to mischievous moments that could provoke anger in family and friends. But one look into those innocent eyes and at that childish smile was all that was necessary to smooth things over. Ashton as a very young child had the gift every politician would die for: the ability to make people like him.


The Kutcher family lifestyle revolved around all things physical, and at an early age Christopher was introduced to the wonders of nature and outdoor sports. The young boy soon became adept at fishing, canoeing, and swimming. Michael and he used to spend hours tossing each other around with a wide variety of wrestling holds they learned from watching the pros on television. The boys, by age three, had also developed the annoying pastime of sliding bricks along the top of the family car. At that early stage in his life, every element of Christopher’s life seemed to center around rough-and-tumble.


Years later Michael Kutcher, in a bit of understatement, laughingly said, “There was never a dull moment with the Kutcher twins.”


Ashton, in addressing the family’s outdoors attitude, once jokingly acknowledged that the family never took baths; when they were dirty, they would simply jump in the nearby river to wash up.


His sister Tausha recoiled in horror when she discovered that Christopher’s fascination with the great outdoors and with guns and knives, manifested itself in a favorite pastime, the catching and skinning of snakes and hanging their skins out to dry on a wall. “He was always fascinated by that stuff,” she once said.


From an early age, Christopher was taught to face life head-on, so he was often brave to the point of recklessness when it came to competitive, physical things. In team sports he was seldom the biggest, but that did not stop him from competing aggressively against bigger children. It was not uncommon during his formative years for his parents to have to rush him to an emergency room to patch up the results of his missteps in athletic competition or roughhousing with friends. In fact years later, Ashton spent the good part of an interview totaling up the broken bones he sustained as a child. “I broke both arms, a leg, and multiple fingers,” he laughingly boasted.


Education was encouraged. College was discussed almost as an afterthought because, although it was never spoken, the unwritten rule was that the Kutcher children, especially Christopher, would follow their parents into the blue-collar working world. It was too early for the children to formulate their life plans, but, as much as a child can reason, Christopher thought working with his hands was a cool thing to do.


To supplement the growing family’s income, Larry Kutcher had begun to renovate houses in his spare time. Christopher would accompany his father on many of those jobs; by age seven, he had become adept at scaling high ladders to help his father put shingles on a roof. He was a quick learner, so by all reports by his early teens was quite the all-around carpenter and handyman.


In his personal and professional life, Larry Kutcher was a go-getter. He was restless when there was nothing to do and would go out of his way to find things to occupy his time. It was a trait that passed easily to Christopher, who in later years acknowledged his father as a major influence in his branching out into many different elements of his professional life.


Christopher was very close to his brother and was fully aware of the physical ailments that often prevented him from joining in on more rough-and-tumble play. In later years, Ashton would often say that he was very proud of his brother and that his triumphs over his physical disability had served as an inspiration to him.


However, the speculation of those around the Kutcher family was that Christopher, while not feeling guilt over his brother’s illness, often felt responsible for him. He was always there to step in and defend him and would get scared at any setbacks Michael had and how his brother’s illness would affect the rest of the family. Ashton carried this burden with him throughout childhood.


Michael is candid in highlighting the differences between Ashton and himself. “He’s always been the good-looking one. He always got the girl. And, when we were growing up, he was always the one who stood up for me.”


Joyce Janda Curfman, a former high school classmate of Ashton and Michael, had a front-row seat on what it must have been like. She remembered that Christopher always expressed concern about his brother and that he always “had Mike’s back, he protected him. Chris lightened the mood around his brother and took the attention off him.”


Even as a young child, Christopher possessed an active fantasy life. Cedar Rapids was far from a cultural, let alone a pop culture center, and so he often took his cues about what the world outside was like through the music that came at him from the radio, MTV, movies, and television programs.


“As a kid, I wanted to be on a television show like Growing Pains,” he once told an interviewer. “I wanted to be just like Kirk Cameron. For me, that was the pinnacle of an acting career as far as I was concerned. Then I wanted to be on Saturday Night Live because that was my favorite show at the time.”


Ashton was a sponge, soaking up images of faraway places and fantastic situations, then recycling them into his own interpretation of what the world was like.


At a fairly early age, Christopher became fixated on the idea of California as a fantasyland. “I had this idea of what California was like,” he once told an interviewer. “To me, it was beaches and palm trees, warm all the time, and women running around on the sidewalks in bikinis. I had this idea that it was like something out of a Van Halen video.”


But while he was a person of some personality and wit, Christopher as a child harbored few fantasies about going off to Hollywood to be a star. Even as a young child, he could not see beyond the streets and farmlands of Cedar Rapids and a life in the factories and the fields.


When they reached school age, Christopher and Michael were enrolled in Garfield Elementary School, which was a mere block and a half from the Kutcher home.


Because of his ailments, Michael wore a hearing aid and very thick glasses. His motor skills were also underdeveloped, which resulted in an ungainly walk. Sadly, all of this made him an easy target for the taunts of his classmates.


Larry Kutcher reflected on this. “The children could be very cruel, and Michael was always being teased about his glasses.” But he was heartened that Christopher would always step in and protect his brother from the teasing. The bond between the two brothers had always been strong. Their banding together in the face of the harassment Michael was getting served to cement the bond even tighter.


Christopher’s elementary school years were uneventful. By all accounts, he was a better-than-average student who alternated rapt attention to class and teachers with an occasional penchant for misbehavior and acting up. It was all, not surprisingly, good-natured, and nobody felt that Christopher Ashton Kutcher would wind up going down the wrong path. But his parents took no chances.


Christopher was encouraged to become involved in wholesome activities. If there was an organized team sport in town, he would be involved. He often recalls his years in the Cub Scouts and Boy Scouts. He also laughingly explains that there was the added pressure to behave since his mother was the Den Mother and Scoutmaster.


By the sixth grade, Christopher was beginning to express an interest in girls, but, as with most boys his age, it was limited to furtive looks and chaste fantasies of holding hands and kissing. Christopher had his eye on a cute little classmate named Emily. For weeks he had been trying to get up the courage to approach and kiss her. Finally, at a school-sponsored skating party, he took a chance at what was his first romantic kiss.


“We were skating around a roller rink, and I was thinking, ‘I’m going to do it. I’m going to do it.’ At one point, the lights in the rink went down, it got really dark, and I kissed her. For a while she was my first real girlfriend. But then a month later, she kissed my best friend, and I freaked out, and we broke up.”


The end of his elementary school years saw Christopher beginning to think seriously for the first time about being an actor. But serious for a twelve-year-old still had little in common with reality. The idea of acting looked glamorous and exciting and, yes, sexy on the big and small screen. The dreams were constantly with him. He would imagine himself in the action-packed roles he watched and would create naive fantasies about what it would be like to be an actor and what Hollywood was like.


But with him, too, was the impossibility of having those dreams come true in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.
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