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    Neve Campbell screeches into the driveway of a chic Sunset Strip hotel and unfolds herself from her Porsche. First her head appears. With her hair pulled back in a tight bun, her face looks more grown up than it does on-screen. Then come miles of legs in tight jeans and a torso sheathed in a sleek gray cashmere sweater. She walks gracefully like the former ballet dancer she is, and seems taller than she does in her films. "Oh, it’s these heels," she says with a laugh, as she heads to an outdoor patio where she can smoke.

Having let loose her last piercing yowl as Scream’s terrified-but-plucky Sidney Prescott and finished her reignas Party of Five’s tragedy queen Julia Salinger, Campbell’s poised on the brink of a new life. After six years of juggling a prime-time series and the occasional movie (The Craft, Wild Things, Three to Tango, Drowning Mona), Campbell, 26, is ready to take the plunge and become a full time movie actor. On deck: Panic, which Campbell describes as "a twisted, humorous story in which I play a confident, ballsy woman who meets an assassin in his therapist’s waiting room." And Investigating Sex, a 1920s period drama about a scientific inquiry into the nature of sex vis-à-vis love, with a heavyweight costar (Nick Nolte) and director (Alan Rudolph).

Then what? "Sleep late!" Campbell flashes a smile. Pause. "And then I’ll probably wake up and actually panic. And remind myself to breathe. I think the best plan is to make no plan." Still, Campbell has a few ideas. "My friend was telling me about a trip she was going on and I started to say, ‘Oh, I wish I could go.’ Then I thought, Wait a minute. I’m free. I can go with you!"

Campbell also wants to use this time to get to know herself better. She’s in therapy (which might explain her affinity for her role in Panic). "I don’t know how anyone gets through life without a therapist," she says. "It’s so fantastic to talk to someone who’s not involved in your life and who can offer advice. I think whatever help you can get in life, get it."

Right now, she’s facing issues her hectic career forced her to put on hold. "I’ve been working nonstop for eleven years’ in a certain way, you become addicted to sixteen-hour workdays," she says. "But a lot of actors get on that ride and forget all about themselves. I’ve had experiences and opportunities many people never have. So I’m different emotionally. In my career, I’m very mature, but in dealing with people, I’m very young."

When she was very young, Campbell says, "I didn’t feel I fit in. I was insecure and couldn’t relate to people my own age." How come? "I was dealing with stuff from my childhood," she says. Such as? "Certain challenges." This much is known: From a broken family of actors – her Dutch mom and Scottish dad divorced soon after she was born – Campbell began at the age of nine as a dancer in Guelph (not the sound you make when you gulp and laugh, but a small Canadian town outside Toronto). In 1994, she moved to Los Angeles shortly before landing her popular TV series. Several hip hit films followed and – this is how you know you’ve truly arrived – an unauthorized biography. No wonder she’s ready to chill out. "I just put in an offer for a new house today," she says with a mix of modesty and pride. "I’m going through a huge transition and I want to live closer to a dance studio. That way it’ll be easier for me to calm down my emotions." Then Campbell’s eyes sparkle. "I’m looking forward to this change. I know it’ll be difficult, but I’ll blossom."

All About Neve – or maybe not

    On-screen, you can read Campbell’s feelings like a large-print book. Offscreen, she’s harder to decipher. Press her to reveal specific details and she laughs and resorts to vaporous abstractions. Still, she’s ladylike, never diva like. When I try to draw her our about her reported relationship with John Cusack – "Isn’t it interesting that you both have siblings who act?" – Campbell says with a smile: "I don’t want to talk about it" Then she giggles effervescently (imagine if an Alka-Seltzer could laugh), and somehow I don’t feel shut out.

I try again. If someone were casting the Neve Campbell story, what qualities would the actress have to have? "She’d have to be smoking and trying desperately to quit," Campbell shoots back. She continues with surprising directness: "And she’d have to appear very calm. People always tell me that I seem calm. Which doesn’t mean I feel that way inside, it only means I think before I speak. Partly because it’s my nature and partly because it’s just hard for me to express what I need to say."

Freedom’s another word for everything to lose

    You get the feeling that even though Campbell plans to have no plans, she’ll spend a lot of her free time worrying thinking and strategizing about her next career moves. Campbell concedes that she’s dealing with a new pressure: She has a reputation to maintain. "Now that I have my name out there, I have more to lose. Decisions are harder. Even having money is complicated. Because there’s so much at stake," she says, "it’s harder to believe things will work out okay." To ensure that things do, Campbell’s hedging her bets. She plans to produce – a dance movie is in the works – and further down the line, direct. "I’m getting offered big-budget films, but those aren’t what I want to do. I like to challenge myself. I always have."

Now’s the time, she says, for some risky film business. "I don’t know if people will like me taking different kinds of roles," she admits – meaning, parts that do not involve angst-ridden or suffering sweeties-next-door. One of her recent riskier roles was that of an arty femme fatale in the broad romantic comedy Three to Tango, to which critics and audiences gave a thumbs down for its lowbrow, passé humor (think vomiting scenes and gay jokes). "The bad press was hard to hear," she concedes. "Still, I enjoyed the experience." The project following Tango was Drowning Mona, a dark comedy starring Campbell as a ditzy, possibly murderous bride. Despite the Midas touch of co-producer Danny DeVito, that film also failed to take off at the box office. Will her fans not accept her as anything but a victim, or are these movies just poor vehicles of her breakout roles? Time will tell.

As I listen to Campbell speaking happily about her new freedom (and being realistic about her new fears), it strikes me that she’s not someone who can sit still for. You can tell she’s been through a lot and has come out on top. And that’s what makes her so likable. On impulse, I ask: How old do you feel?

"About forty," she says. And then she smiles gorgeously.
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