A reporter sucs over a
video that shows the
late actor with what

appecars to be-cocaine:

HarRiET RYAN

In the year since his death,
Heath I.ecdger has Decorme =
sainted figure in INHollywood,
reverently recalled for his supe-
rior talent aind good Ihrumor.
The foreign press genufllected
kefore his memory Sunday
withi o Golden Globe for his ac-
claimed perforrmance a8 the
Joker in “The Dark Enight,”
and many expect an Acadermny
Award nomination to follow
next wesk.

But in a dral downtown
courtroorn, o decidedly less
glowing portrait holds ssway. An
unusual lawsuit pitting a free-
lance magazine reporter
against her ex-lover, his col-
leagune and the paparazzo
agency that empioyved therm
centery on a video of Ledsear on
a night he may have counted
among the most disturbing of
his iife.

"The video, shot in thie Chia-
tears NMarmonit after the 2008
Screen Actors Galld Awards,
shows the actor twitching, ex-
hausted and seated at a table
marked with what appear to e
linres of cocaine. Unaware he is
Preing recorded or that his corn-
Ppanions in the hotel room are a
tabloid photographer and re-
rorter, Ledger speaks candidly
about private subjects, includ-
ing long-termn draig abuse and

 [See Ledger, Page 18]

. Bvarw ASOSTINE Associated Press
Ledger tallxs candidly about
private issues on the video.
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|i%We - just had a baby two
' months ago, and I'm not sup-
sed to be here.”

wake of Ledger’s Jan. 22, 2008,
I from an overdose of pre-

anuproar “Entertaimment ‘To-
Hghit” bought rights to the vid-

the wake of intense pressure
| fromy Ledger s publicist and ce-
~lsbrities : who ' decried it as
asteless’ exploatamon
“The' cese,”set for trial next
month in Los Angeles Superior
curt,’does not concern dam-
‘ 0 Ledger’s reputation —
3 privacy rights died with him
bt rather alleged harm to
T ‘,reporter whose conversa-
--;:tmn is  captured on the video.
‘8he. claims she was duped in-
30 bemg filmed and then as-

" sured. the tape would be de-

';Lstroyed.

Identified in court papers as
“Jane Doe,” the reporter is su-
;jmg the paparazzi and their
.agency, Splash News, for inva-
Csion’ of privacy, fraud, inten-
i;mnal infliction of ermotional

.seeks destruction of the video,
. which -i$ available for viewing
on;l:ine, as well as financial com-
- pensatlon. Ier suit claims the
wdeo earned Splash $1 million.
: A Splash egecutive ac-

knowledged in a deposition

| that one of its employees, vid-,

- eographer Fric Munn, was rep-
' rimanded for the incident, but
. company attorneys contend in

court ﬁ]mgs that the woman.

siiffered ‘no damage. Splash
blurred her face “beyond recog-
nitlon before selling the tape

1l her name is never men-’

ned, the'lawyers have noted.
They have also accused her

‘of hypocrisy. The reporter ad-
‘mitted during a deposition that
‘even before Splash sold the
ape, she hawked to OK maga-
Ziné her own account of the

evening with details about Led-~

ger’'s drug use and his musings
bout his ﬁlture with Williams.

-3 Parts of the suit read like a
workplace drama set in the
oinetimes’-. glamorous and
often, mseenﬂy industry of ce-

ebrity. gossip. The reporter

ossed paths with the. papa-
azzi idvolved - while chasing
ablold stories including Brit-
ey Spears’ divorce a.nd the

: N he v’ B m serlous [trouble] ’
o1 w1th my. g“.lr}fnend ” he says.

The video's release m the
TIption rifedication” ‘ceraeated

ut decided not td air it In.-

‘distress and: other claims. She’

H

Parts of the suit
read like a
workplace drama
set in the
sometimes

-glamorous-and—

often unscem]_y
industry of

. celebrity gossip.

birth of Gwen Stefani’s child,
and had strack up a romance
with Darren Banks., a Splash
photographer. When People
magazine assighed her to cover
SAG after-parties at the Cha-
tean Marmont, she rented a
room and invited Banks. .

But, according to the suit,
Banks saw the evening as a ca-

reer opportunity rather than a

date and brought his colleague,
Munn. The suit alleges that the
two men bought cocaine with
agency  money and passed
themselves off as hotel guests.
They met Ledger, nominated
for a SAG Award for his role in
“Brokeback Mountain,” on a
lobby patio and, according to
the suit, enticed him back to
the reporter’s room, where they
Iaid out the drugs.

“Mr. Ledger also had some
of his own. The cocaine was put
on the table, and the men be-

gan snorting cocaine,” accord- -

ing to the suit. Splash insists n

- eourt documernts that the com-

pany never reimbursed the pair
for the drugs.
Munn later left the room
a;nci began recording through a
window while the reporter and
T.edger, both oblivious, contin-

- ued talking with Banks. Atnong

the conversation topics is Led-
ger’s drug use. '
. “Tused to smoke five joints a
day for 20 years,” he says.
The reporter claims that
when Ledger realized he was
heing recorded and becare fu-

" rious, Banks and Munn prom-

ised to destroy the tape.
“If you were anybody else,

I'd sell this in a guick second. I

would sell out my mother,”
Banks told Ledger, according

1o the reporter’s deposition.

- Banks said in court papers
that he was unaware of the tap-

ing and never told the reporter

the video would be destroyed.
lLedger remained in the re-
porter’s room even after he
learned she and her compatri-
ots were tabloid journalists.
According to the suit, Munn
summonead a drug dealer who
brought more cocaine and
Jjoined i:n on the conversation.
When the party broke up at
dawmn, the reporter gave Ledger

- w]:w:r--business - aEyrd- - and o o

gested she nterview him for a
story in Vanity Fair or GQ, ac-
cording to her deposition.

The freelancer told her boss
at People, but, according to a
magazine spokesman, editors
decided there were too many
quesgtions to do a story. People
confined its coverage of Ledger
at the SAG Awards to a men-
tion of the breast pump Wil-
Hams toted. In court papers,
Splagh executives said they
were Informed of the Incident
and mmediately chastised
Munn and seized the tape.

Munn, who iz represented
by attorneys for Splash, was
unavailable for cormment.

Ledger's death changed the
way everyone involved saw the
evening. The reporter contrib-
uted her mermnories to a cover
story in OK magazine, where
she was guoted as an unnamed
source with firsthand experi-
ence of Ledger's drug use. She
billed the magazine her $400
day rate, according to court pa-~
pers. Soon after, Splash offered
the tape for sale.

In her deposition, the re-
porter drew & distinction be-
tween her comduct and what
the Splash employees had
done. “If you bring up someone .
to have a chat in a room as
friends, and, you know, they
have a cocaine problem, and
then you give them more of
their drug of choice ... that’s
pretty devious. That's inten-
tional. 'That can kill the per-
son,” she said.

Selling the story, however,
was permissible because “he
had passed.”

“Tt was coming out all over.
There was nothing to proteet,”
ghe said.

Munn and Banks still work
for Splash, but the reporter no
ionger writes for People. Her
attorney declined to say what
she is doing now.

“My client wishes to have
privacy. Thisis not a good thing
to have happen to you,” the
lawyer, Neville Johnson, said.
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