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Epigraph

If you would be a real seeker after truth, it is necessary that at least once in your life you doubt, as far as possible, all things.

—RENÉ DESCARTES
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2016
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June 1: People magazine hits newsstands with a cover photo of Amber’s injured face





	
2018
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December 20: Johnny “unofficially” dropped from the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise
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2020
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November 2: Depp vs News Group Newspapers Ltd ruling announced





	
2022


	
April 11: Depp vs Heard (US defamation trial) begins

June 1: Depp vs Heard verdict announced
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Prologue

Worldly fame is but a breath of wind that blows now this way, and now that, and changes name as it changes direction.

—DANTE ALIGHIERI

The Hollywood sign looms large above the grimy avenues of “the town” below—a world of taquerias, smog-check stations, drugstores, dentist offices, and hamburger stands. Woven throughout this utilitarian southwestern city is a unique network of movie studios, producers, talent managers, agents, writers, makeup artists, creature designers, and actors. Most people who pack up their aspirations and arrive in Hollywood are met only by unabating failure. But it may be those who “make it” who face the biggest challenge to sanity and soul: fame. Barred in and unable to interact with the world of the nobody, A-listers reside in a land of smoke and mirrors, easily lost among the sycophants and people-pleasers, beguiled by drugs aplenty, and fed upon by the hungry vampires collecting commissions.

Fame is a Faustian bargain. A-list Hollywood celebrities are canonized, showered in riches, and woven into history, our society’s ultimate form of attention and reward. But in the eyes of corporate studios, divorce lawyers, talent agents, business managers, and concierge doctors, celebrities are living commodities. To the public, they’re objects to covet, idolize, and exploit—sometimes in the form of tiny plastic facsimiles.

They’re also ideological pawns of the cultural zeitgeist. Such was the case for actors Johnny Depp and Amber Heard, who were both sucked deep into the Hollywood star system—a hall of mirrors built on image, power, and money—and whose short-lived love story and bitter divorce became deeply entangled in the ideologies and heated politics of the moment. Their ensuing legal battles—which culminated in the infamous defamation trial Depp vs Heard—unfolded against, and were witnessed through, the #MeToo movement, the first Trump presidency, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the overturning of Roe vs Wade.

Celebrity trials have always captured the public’s imagination, playing out like soap operas in the media. For as long as there have been TVs, the question of whether to televise these trials has been debated. In 1993, a new television station called Court TV broadcast the Menendez brothers’ double-murder trial live from the courtroom, an emergent form of “reality TV,” and millions of viewers tuned in to watch. True-crime TV was born. Two years later, the genre soared as the O. J. Simpson trial consumed America. When the not-guilty verdict was announced, 150 million people were watching. Cell phone providers noticed a 60 percent drop in usage during the broadcast, as people stayed glued to their TVs. One year later, Judge Judy came to CBS. High-profile trials become surrogates for the public’s deepest hopes and fears, like anxieties around race relations and police corruption in the O.J. Simpson trial or intensified fear of “stranger danger” during the Ted Bundy trial. Like folklore, they reveal our shared beliefs and values. Prosecutors and defense attorneys know this better than anyone and use it to their advantage in the courtroom. The high-stakes drama of the court makes for good television.

With Depp vs Heard—which was watched by millions of people worldwide—what began as a salacious celebrity divorce grew into a national occupation, one that created a cultural schism and raised controversial questions about freedom of speech, the slippery nature of truth and fact, the boundaries of domestic abuse, the impact of social media and social justice movements on the legal process, and the ability of celebrities to represent complex social problems. Was Depp vs Heard a #MeToo case from which to draw grand, societal conclusions? Or was it a he-said/she-said scenario warped by money, greed, and fame?

Far from a forensic rehashing of the trial, the story we tell in this book broadens the lens to unravel a much more complex narrative—about fame, fandom, and contemporary feminism, and how the celebrity industrial complex capitalized on a viral social moment. We were journalists and filmmakers on the ground for the six-week trial in Fairfax, Virginia, but our investigation of the story began two years prior, when we met Amber Heard in the Hollywood Hills. Before, during, and after trial proceedings, we interviewed and filmed dozens of people closely associated with the lawsuit, including close friends of Johnny and Amber, as well as their lawyers, agents, business associates, publicists, assistants, and personal staff. We spoke extensively with Johnny’s PR team in Fairfax and embedded with his attorneys in their “War Room” at the Ritz-Carlton. We spent time with the influencers who became famous covering the trial on YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram, and who steered public debate about the case. And we spent hours with Johnny and Amber themselves, who granted us unprecedented access into their private worlds.

This book probes the psyches, motivations, and backgrounds of the key figures in the drama, as well as the ecosystem of fans, influencers, and media that arose around it. In telling this story, our goal is to complicate simplistic narratives and convenient assumptions that have come to surround the Depp vs Heard controversy—and by extension the #MeToo movement—as well as to reframe, as this story did for us, some of the most contentious debates today. Who can be an abuser and who can be a victim? When is it acceptable to question a woman’s story? How much and what type of evidence is needed to come forward and be heard without prejudice? Can our society make space for imperfect victims? Should celebrities be the spokespeople for social justice movements? And what does it mean to do justice—for victims and alleged abusers alike—in a post-#MeToo world?

Walter Benjamin once said, “The cult of the movie star, fostered by the money of the film industry, preserves not the unique aura of the person but the ‘spell of the personality,’ the phony spell of a commodity.” The price of fame is to be reduced to a product to be bought, sold, exploited, and ultimately discarded like yesterday’s news. This fame cycle doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It’s an elaborate, interlocked system hinging on those who are idols and those who idolize. We, as authors, are writing the story for consumption yet again, and we recognize we are part of the system too. At its core, this book shows that the Hollywood system is vampiric, a teeming network of people feeding off one another’s vitality and humanity for their own gain.




Part I




Chapter 1

Going Gonzo

In March 2009, Johnny Depp’s luxury megayacht set sail from his private Bahamian island, Little Halls Pond Cay. The trip to Vega Baja, Puerto Rico, would take a week. Johnny would be there for a two-and-a-half-month stint to film The Rum Diary, the first movie by his production company, Infinitum Nihil. His yacht, the Vajoliroja, was named after his long-term partner, Vanessa Paradis; himself; his daughter, Lily-Rose; and his son, Jack, using the first two letters of each of their names. The teak-paneled, Turkish-made vessel rivaled lavish celebrity boats owned by Sir Elton John and Tiger Woods. A behemoth at 156-feet long, and outfitted with multiple sprawling decks and cinema, its lacquered pirate-ship-shaped exterior gleamed in the sun. Working with LA-based interior designer LM Pagano, Johnny had purchased and redesigned the boat for a reported $30 million to feel like “the Orient Express on the ocean.” It had five bedrooms, each with en suite bathrooms, designed with opium-den interiors of maroon-hued velvet, wood-paneling, antique furniture, and silk textiles.

A crew of eight tended to Johnny and his guests. Inside the living room, Johnny joked and told stories with his two British assistants, Stephen Deuters and Nathan Holmes, his film sound technician Keenan Wyatt, and the writer Douglas Brinkley, who was writing a piece about Johnny for Vanity Fair. Douglas also happened to be the literary executor of Johnny’s hero, the gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson. This wasn’t a typical interview setup. The five men watched Tropic Thunder and YouTube clips of James Brown and Dean Martin roasts, eating meals prepared by an on-board chef consisting of grilled beef-and-cheese sandwiches, fresh seafood, salads, and Chicago-style pepperoni pizza. To wash it all down was Red Bull and booze. Lots of booze. Johnny repeated an old adage for Douglas: “Money doesn’t buy you happiness. But it buys you a big enough yacht to sail right up to it.”

Money is what Johnny had at that time. He was among the highest-paid actors in the world, reportedly making north of $50 million a year. The yacht was a sign of just how much Johnny’s lifestyle had changed since he landed in Los Angeles in December 1983 to play guitar in a rock band. When he arrived in Hollywood, he was broke. One of his first jobs was hustling personalized ballpoint pens over the phone. Back then, he and his best friend Bruce Witkin would take telemarketer jobs for a week, pick up the pay, then quit when it became commission-based.

Johnny was the antithesis of Hollywood, a grungy, bohemian poor kid from Kentucky. He chain-smoked during interviews, telling a reporter once that he wished he could have another mouth grafted on so he could smoke six packs a day. He was covered in tattoos and self-inflicted scars that marked momentous occasions (“My body is my journal,” he said. “It’s a journal of skin.”). He collected freaky clown paintings, rare guns, and insect specimens. Part of Johnny’s appeal was that he seemed like an artist who happened to land in Hollywood. People often compared him to James Dean or Marlon Brando. Tim Burton described Johnny as “a great character actor in a leading man’s body.”

Throughout the 1990s, Johnny mostly acted in low-paying, critically respected indie films like Dead Man and What’s Eating Gilbert Grape. Back then, Johnny was known to choose his roles based on his personal connection to the story and the characters, who were often outsiders. “My career was never about commercial success,” Johnny told a reporter in 2004. “I never wanted to be remembered for being a star. It wasn’t that I was rejecting Hollywood; I was rejecting the idea of being a product.” Even after he achieved A-list celebrity status, he still didn’t seem particularly interested in stardom.

Then Mickey Mouse came calling.

Playing Captain Jack Sparrow in the Disney franchise Pirates of the Caribbean transformed Johnny from an indie darling to a mainstream folk hero. Johnny’s self-styled Jack Sparrow character was a swaggering outlaw he modeled after his friend Keith Richards and cartoon skunk Pepé Le Pew. Johnny had already charmed the world with his raw portrayal of Edward Scissorhands, and in Jack Sparrow he created a different type of lovable misfit.

Critics called Johnny’s initial performance as Captain Sparrow “one of the most dazzling characters of the decade.” He’d managed to insert an artful character into a product of pure commerce. By 2007, after starring in three installments of the Pirates franchise, the gold-toothed, dreadlocked Captain Jack Sparrow had evolved into a Disney icon, folded into the same universe as Donald Duck, Buzz Lightyear, and the talking cars from Cars. Jack Sparrow had boundless capitalist potential, including franchising deals in toys, clothing, action figures, and a playable character across several video games. The Pirates of the Caribbean theme park rides at Disneyland (built in 1967) and Disney World (added in 1973), on which the movies were based, were redesigned to feature swaggering animatronic replicas of Johnny’s character. Photos of Johnny as Jack Sparrow were printed on packaging for M&M’s, Kellogg’s cereal, and fruit snacks. He was miniaturized as a McDonald’s Happy Meal plush toy.

By 2011, Pirates-related merchandise would make Disney $1.6 billion. By 2017, the five Pirates films would make Disney a combined $4.5 billion at the box office. Johnny would eventually be paid a reported $265 million by Disney for five Pirates films. With more commercial roles, Johnny realized he was making a deal with the devil, but he kept his focus on the artistic sandbox he could make within those roles. When it came to more corporate projects, Stephen described Johnny’s philosophy as: “My job is the character and there is no difference in my approach whether it’s an indie western or a huge Disney franchise.”

His lifestyle grew to match his paychecks. The same guy who said money “reveals” people and told reporters he’s “still exactly the guy that used to pump gas” now traveled by private jet, black car, and megayacht. With global fame came a loss of anonymity and a higher cost of existence. Johnny, Vanessa, and their children could no longer roam free without security and private drivers.

Even before Pirates, Johnny dealt with intense stalkers. One of them showed up on the set of the 1997 film Donnie Brasco while he was shooting a scene with Al Pacino. They were filming in lower Manhattan, sitting inside the picture car when Johnny spotted his stalker down the street, recognizing him from previous run-ins. The way Johnny remembered it, the look in his eyes was as if he was there to kill. But when the man approached, all he said was, “Hi, Johnny.” The next time he saw the stalker, the man dumped all of his personal belongings, including his cats, in front of Johnny’s Hollywood club, the Viper Room.

Another time he and his assistant Stephen snuck out of a hotel on the Left Bank in Paris without telling Johnny’s security. Stephen said they were walking to a local bookstore and within minutes, “it was like A Hard Day’s Night” and they were swarmed by fans. Once they got inside the store, the owner locked the door and Stephen called security to come rescue them. “Johnny, who normally had a sense of humor about these things, was quite shocked at the volume of attention.”

While he’s always been a sex symbol, Johnny has also been a folk hero to his fanbase, more accessible and relatable than other stars like Brad Pitt or Tom Cruise. Johnny wore old rumpled T-shirts and jeans, would talk to anyone on the street, gave his money away in droves, took gifts from fans—and was seen actually wearing the gifts—and generally tended to decry the bullshit and unfairness of the world. He appealed to everyday people.

Now that he was a global superstar, it wasn’t one-off oddballs that Johnny lamented but the paparazzi helicopters circling his house. He told his friends that he “lived his life behind windows.” On his yacht, Johnny found freedom on the open sea.

After a week at sea, the Vajoliroja, flying its Jolly Roger flag, anchored in the crystal-blue waters of Puerto Rico. Johnny was both producing and starring in The Rum Diary, which was adapted from a Hunter S. Thompson novel written in 1959. The lost manuscript had sat unpublished at Hunter’s house until Johnny himself “discovered” it while doing field research for his role in Terry Gilliam’s 1998 film, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Hunter had welcomed Johnny into his world with unlimited access. His “fortified compound” Owl Farm was in Woody Creek, Colorado, a rural area a few hundred miles west of Denver, where Hunter raised peacocks, shot guns, and kept a pet wolverine. Johnny took his field research with Hunter seriously, saying, “We were good friends, but I had a job to do. I was there to sponge, to steal, thieve, and/or pilfer as much of his soul as I could . . . He continued to give, and I continued to take . . . Simply staying with Hunter was never an option. You had to live.” And live he did, for several months, spending his days and nights with Hunter in a booze- and drug-fueled dream state. Johnny described one of Hunter’s early “tests” for him: handing him a twelve-gauge shotgun and directing him to shoot a propane tank with nitroglycerin taped to the side, resulting in an eighty-foot fireball in the backyard.

Across the hallway from the bedroom where Johnny slept, with a keg of gunpowder as a bedside table, was a storage room known as the War Room. Here, Johnny came across an old cardboard box of papers. Inside, he spotted a “folder with a rubber band around it.” Scribbled on the front page in Hunter’s handwriting was The Rum Diary.

Johnny and Hunter sat on the floor cross-legged, reading. The Rum Diary followed a hard-drinking journalist named Paul Kemp who moves to Puerto Rico to work as a local newspaper reporter, searching for a story among a bevy of lost souls. Hunter had written the novel based on his experience as a vagabond freelance journalist in Puerto Rico in his early twenties. “The Rum Diary was simply too good to remain lost,” Johnny determined. Lynn Nesbit, Hunter’s literary agent, later insisted the manuscript was never lost; Hunter just didn’t think it was that good. But Hunter was okay with Johnny resurrecting it because he needed money. According to Johnny, Hunter wanted to make the book into a film and Johnny would star in it. Hunter told him: “Hot damn . . . yessir, let’s you and I produce this fucking caper together, Colonel! We’ll have Hollywood groveling at our feet!”

Benicio del Toro, Johnny’s costar in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, was set to direct The Rum Diary, but the project languished and Johnny and Hunter eventually set their sights on someone else: Bruce Robinson, director of the 1987 cult British comedy classic, Withnail and I. Johnny had tried to attach Bruce to Fear and Loathing, but by then Bruce had left filmmaking behind “by choice” after his first foray into Hollywood had ended terribly.

Jennifer 8, his serial killer film released in the early ’90s, had been compromised by studio interference: “There were four different heads of studio on that movie, they all wanted different things,” Bruce said. “I had no aspiration to be a film director ever again in my life—I made a promise, in fact, to myself that I would never do it again. I kept the promise for seventeen years and then I was on vacation in Spain and I got a phone call and it was Depp.” Surprised and confused by how Johnny found him in Seville, Bruce agreed to read a copy of The Rum Diary. Then he agreed to write the script—but he was adamant he was not going to direct. He was done with Hollywood. But Johnny persisted for years, and eventually resorted to begging. In 2005, Bruce finally gave in.

Johnny was ecstatic, but he couldn’t share the good news with Hunter. He’d shot himself at Owl Farm earlier that year. The police report stated that a piece of paper was found inside Hunter’s typewriter with a single word typed: “counselor.” Johnny funded Hunter’s funeral, a $5 million affair attended by 250 people. Per his wishes, Hunter’s ashes were shot out of a cannon placed atop a 150-foot tower formed in the shape of a fist clutching a peyote button, while red, white, green, and blue fireworks exploded in the background. Hunter’s death encouraged Johnny to keep trying to get The Rum Diary made. “[I] sure as fuck wasn’t going to give up now,” he said.

A year earlier, Variety magazine had reported that Graham King, a producer known for blockbuster films like The Aviator and Traffic, would finance and co-produce films with Johnny’s new production company, Infinitum Nihil (IN), the name of which was “Infinite Nothing” translated into Latin. Graham King would also cover the overhead costs for IN and provide money for project development. Actors were increasingly spearheading their own production companies as a way to make more money, influence cinema, wrest control from studios, and create roles that inspired them. Brad Pitt and Jennifer Aniston started Plan B Entertainment in 2001, Leonardo DiCaprio headed Appian Way Productions, and Adam Sandler had Happy Madison Productions. Six major conglomerates—Disney, GE, News Corporation, Sony, Time Warner, and Viacom—controlled all the major movie studios and networks. They were moving toward IP-driven, A-list–focused content. Johnny wanted to make indies with unknown actors, using obscure source material. His company employed three people: Johnny as CEO; his sister, Christi Dembrowski, Johnny’s assistant since the early ’90s, as president; and his longtime friend Sam Sarkar as head of development.

Among indie filmmakers, IN gained a reputation as a company with a lot of false stops and starts, buying up book options and not following through on producing them. “More like . . . infinite zero,” said one inside source we’ll call “Elena,” a primary crew member behind the making of The Rum Diary. “It’s the place where projects go to die. They will buy the rights, and nothing will come out on the other end.” Elena’s personal friend was “razmatazzed” by IN for two years before it became apparent that they didn’t have the energy to get projects off the ground. Elena described the company as a poorly managed “cult” with a kind of unquestioning loyalty to Johnny.

“Johnny is so spacey and mystical, you have these conversations and then he leaves and you are like, ‘this is going to be amazing, namaste,’ ” Elena said. “It’s a bunch of hipster gobbledygook and then he’s gone and you don’t see him.” Johnny’s method for selecting which films to produce was also mercurial. Once, he asked the artist and filmmaker Julian Schnabel, who directed Johnny in the movie Before Night Falls, to pick one of five books that Johnny had optioned.

“I picked [Nick Tosches’s] In the Hand of Dante,” Julian said. Johnny had reportedly agreed to purchase the Tosches archives for $1.2 million late one night at London’s Dorchester hotel. He’d made the agreement on hotel stationery, sealing it with his signature and what appeared to be drops of blood.

“I don’t know what happened, but we haven’t talked for years,” Julian continued. He insisted there wasn’t a fight, but that Johnny just disappeared on him after that. One time, Julian was talking on the phone to a film contact, who happened to be riding in a car with Johnny. “I said, ‘Why don’t you put him on the phone?’ but he didn’t want to talk. I said, ‘Well, tell him I love him.’ And he said, ‘Tell him I love him too, but I’m riding another wave now.’ I said, ‘What the fuck does that mean?’ ” Julian seemed offended by the brush-off. He’d spent time with Johnny’s family and taught him how to paint. Julian made the movie anyway with Oscar Isaac as the lead.

Despite his reputation for capriciousness, by 2009 Johnny was still one of the hottest stars in town and people were clamoring to work with him. His films had collectively earned more than $3 billion and he’d been nominated for three Oscars. That year, he’d be named People magazine’s “Sexiest Man Alive” for the second time.

The pieces were also finally falling into place for The Rum Diary. But in order to start filming, he’d need a cast.

The most important role to cast was Johnny’s love interest. The character of Chenault was a free-spirited, flirtatious beauty from Connecticut who had a torrid affair with Johnny’s character Kemp. Johnny had a casting call at the Infinitum Nihil office on Melrose. Keira Knightley was up for the part, as was Scarlett Johansson. But a captivating twenty-two-year-old blond newcomer from Texas beat them both out. Amber Heard was a relative unknown with a slew of supporting roles under her belt in films like Pineapple Express and Zombieland, in which she played the love interests, as well as lead roles in lesser-known horror and action films like All the Boys Love Mandy Lane and Never Back Down.

Amber’s lack of show business connections was no match for her ambition. After a successful first year in the industry, she said in an interview, “If this whole thing hadn’t worked out I would have killed myself or gone back to school. The latter would have been the last option.”

As badly as Johnny wanted to bring Hunter’s novel to life, Amber wanted to star in it. She auditioned for the part several times, remarking that it was a long process, a grueling one. She wrote handwritten letters to the film’s producers and director. Like Johnny, Amber was a huge fan of Thompson. She insisted she was perfect for the role of Chenault. Notably, the film’s script left out the more unsavory aspects of the novel, namely the chronic racial slurs, as well as parts of Chenault’s story, like Kemp’s violent rape fantasies about her, verbal and physical abuse, and a climactic scene where she’s brutally gang raped.

When Johnny first met Amber at his office, he said he took one look at her and thought, “Yep . . . That’s the one . . . she could definitely kill me. That’s what Hunter wants.”

After Johnny and his crew arrived in Vega Baja, Puerto Rico, Amber showed up to set with her girlfriend Tasya van Ree, a willowy, dark-haired Hawaiian artist and model. The pair had been together for a year but wouldn’t go public until the following year, when Amber openly acknowledged her bisexuality during a 2010 event for GLAAD. According to a source on set, Amber also brought two small dogs, which she described as service dogs for her narcolepsy. She said their constant yapping would “bark her awake,” the source recalled.

Amber greeted director Bruce Robinson in the production office, introducing Tasya as her “wife.” (In March 2008, Amber had petitioned a California court to change her last name to van Ree, after the couple entered into a domestic partnership.) As an assistant escorted Amber and Tasya to their apartment, Bruce looked over at Johnny and a few other crew members inside the office. Panicked and flapping his arms like a bird, worried that the co-stars wouldn’t have chemistry, he exclaimed, “She’s gay?!”

Johnny tugged on his cigarette and replied to Bruce, “Don’t worry, no leading lady of mine stays gay for very long.”

Though he projected an air of a playboy, Johnny was in a committed long-term relationship with the Parisian singer, actress, and mother to his two kids, Vanessa Paradis. In 1998, they’d met at the opulent Hôtel Costes when Johnny was filming Roman Polanski’s The Ninth Gate in Paris. “She was wearing a dress with an exposed back and I saw that back and that neck, and then she turned around and I saw those eyes, and—boom! My life as a single man was done.” The pair were notoriously private, but in a 2004 interview with Oprah, Johnny said, “I mean Vanessa and my kids gave me life. Just, I mean, put me in a whole other arena.”

Before Vanessa, Johnny dated Kate Moss for three years after meeting her at Café Tabac in the East Village in 1994. They were the “It” couple of the ’90s, a thrilling public merger of fame and beauty. Bret Easton Ellis’s novel satirizing that decade’s celebrity culture, Glamorama, contains several references to Johnny and Kate as a type of revered entity. Before Kate, Johnny had been one half of a celebrity couple with his Edward Scissorhands costar Winona Ryder, a relationship that had also infatuated the public. But the relationship with Vanessa was different, something he seemed more driven to protect from the spotlight.

It was Johnny’s own bad-boy persona that drew the kind of attention he was now so determined to deflect. That image had been cemented in 1994, when he was arrested for criminal mischief after trashing a hotel room in New York City, resulting in a nearly $10,000 fine. Afterward, Johnny said it had been a bad day, that he felt sick of people putting him on display and only talking about “the work” and the money when it came to him. His star only rose further. “Criminal movie star is a really good look for Johnny,” director John Waters said of the ordeal.

Five years later, in 1999, Johnny got in trouble with the law again as he was leaving Marco Pierre White’s restaurant Mirabelle in London with Vanessa Paradis. By then, Vanessa was several months’ pregnant with their first child, Lily-Rose. When paparazzi started closing in on them, Johnny asked them for some space. When they ignored him, he picked up a wooden plank and began swinging at the photographers, warning them to stay away. No one was hurt, but Johnny was arrested and put in jail for several hours. When Lily-Rose was born in Neuilly-sur-Seine, an urban commune just west of Paris, photographers lined up outside of Vanessa’s hospital room window and snapped photos of Johnny each time he stepped out for a cigarette while he hid behind an umbrella. “Now, that’s no way to live. That’s a sick thing to have mixed in with the most beautiful memories of your life. It’s like a jail,” he said.

Becoming a family man signaled a transformation for Johnny. Three years after Lily-Rose was born, Vanessa gave birth to a son, Jack. The family of four settled down on a farm in the South of France. Johnny settled into a sedate domesticity, telling reporters he was happiest playing with the kids in the garden and going swimming at the beach with the family. He credited Vanessa with turning his life around, stating that she insisted he exercise, eat healthy, and cut down on drinking and smoking. His family life consisted of a glass of wine or two before dinner and watching the sunset as his kids played nearby.

Johnny’s childhood friend Bruce Witkin remembers this period of Johnny’s life fondly. Vanessa was an accomplished singer with several hit songs and collaborations with Serge Gainsbourg and her ex-boyfriend Lenny Kravitz. She also recorded music with Johnny, who cowrote two tracks on her fourth album, Bliss. Bruce Witkin tagged along with the couple as they toured the world. Even Hunter Thompson had noticed Johnny had changed his ways. “Johnny seems happy with his new gentrification,” he said in 1999. Still, Thompson sensed something amiss. “He’s too smart to be really happy.”

Bruce Witkin said Johnny never talked to him about his mounting relationship issues with Vanessa, but as the years passed, and Johnny’s fame soared to new heights in the 2000s, Bruce also sensed Johnny’s growing unease. According to him, Johnny drank moderately and didn’t do drugs, maybe dabbling in a little weed, while he and Vanessa were together, but as they started to drift, Johnny’s drinking and drug use picked up. “I think every marriage has a point, that hump I call it, that you have to work through. And when you’re not handling your day-to-day stuff, how do you work through that?” Bruce said. “Why it didn’t work out I don’t know, but suddenly there was Amber.”

The night before the first day of production in Puerto Rico, Johnny, Douglas Brinkley, and Bruce Robinson held a dinner. Johnny led a toast, calling for a successful shoot in honor of Hunter S. Thompson. “Here’s to Hunter, here’s to rum,” he said. The next morning, Johnny polished off his last glass of a bottle of $2,000 1989 Haut-Brion wine, rallying himself to get to set. “The time has come to start channeling Hunter.”

Johnny and Bruce Robinson set up an empty director’s chair for Hunter, so he was “always there,” with a pack of Dunhill cigarettes and a bottle of Chivas Regal whiskey in his seat. Every morning they’d dip their fingers into the bottle and dab whiskey behind their ears like perfume. “This was for him,” they said of their daily ritual.

Amber said good-bye to Tasya, who went back to LA, and filming for The Rum Diary began. This is when, as one crew member recalled, Johnny and Amber became “locked into that death dance.” Everyone on set, from the director, to the gaffers, to the PAs, witnessed Johnny and Amber’s mutual infatuation unfold in real time. In a now infamous scene from the film, they stood under the stream of a shower as they kissed with passion, running their hands through each other’s hair. “That moment . . . felt like something; it felt like something I should not be feeling,” Johnny later said. At first, Amber played it cool. “I grew up watching his movies, so it was a little surreal, but I very much become my character while I’m working. I’m not Amber Heard making out with Johnny Depp in the shower.” Later, she admitted there was more to it. “It didn’t feel like a normal scene. It felt real,” she said.

A source close to production described The Rum Diary as an imitation of a film set. The infrastructure and crew were in place, but no one wanted to do the work and no one had a clear vision of what the final product should be. They’d forgo getting certain shots needed for continuity, doing the absolute minimum they could. Even though the film was the debut from his new production company and had been years in the making, this source said Johnny didn’t seem to have the discipline and made the process “torturous.”

According to Elena, once filming started, Johnny effectively abandoned Bruce Robinson in the filmmaking process. He locked himself away in his trailer and checked out, leaving Bruce alone at the helm, who was now doing the two things he promised to never do again: direct a Hollywood movie and drink. Johnny’s assistant Stephen’s recollection was different: “It was long days and long hours, but it was quite thrilling because it was our project, something Infinitum Nihil had put together.”

After nearly two and a half months, production wrapped and Johnny took a long vacation on his yacht with Vanessa and the kids. Amber returned to LA, where Johnny sent her a wrap gift, a dress she’d worn in the movie with a note that read “Happy Wrapping.” This was in addition to a bicycle, expensive collectible books, and the guitar he’d already gifted her.

Johnny continued spending like a king. Even though he’d booked big-budget movies like Tim Burton’s Dark Shadows and Gore Verbinski’s The Lone Ranger, he was digging himself into debt. He was especially fond of real estate, and properties were piling up. By 2009, he owned a 1931 replica Bavarian castle in West Hollywood called “Sweetzer” on a private four-acre cul-de-sac; a forty-one-acre horse farm in Kentucky called “Betty Sue’s Family Farm,” named after his mother; a forty-five-acre private island in the Bahamas; and a sprawling estate in Southern France with a twelve-bedroom main house, a chapel, a bar and restaurant, two swimming pools, a skate park, and a Pirates of the Caribbean–themed wine cave decorated with skulls and scarves.

In October of that year, his sister and assistant, Christi, spoke on the phone with Joel Mandel, who’d been Johnny’s business manager at The Management Group (TMG) for a decade. They were worried. Christi told Joel that Johnny didn’t want to talk about his financial situation, and that Joel needed to do whatever it took to shore up Johnny’s accounts. The following month, Joel sent Christi an email encouraging her to have Johnny sign paperwork for a line of credit in the amount of $6 million. But Christi couldn’t get Johnny alone long enough to sign.

Joel asked Johnny to take it easy on holiday spending and be conservative at the upcoming John Dillinger auction. Even before playing him in the 2009 film Public Enemies, Johnny had been obsessed with the Depression-era bank robber. Now, he wanted the dead man’s stuff. Joel also needed to talk with Johnny about paying back the existing loans they’d taken out and to “look realistically at income and expenses and work together on how to make sure these are back in balance.” Johnny told Joel he was doing his best to curb his Christmas spending, but insisted he had to keep flying private jets because a commercial flight with paparazzi would be a “fucking nightmare of monumental proportions.” He tried to allay Joel’s fears by detailing all the paychecks coming down the pipeline: $20 million for The Tourist, $35 million for Pirates 4, and $20 million for Dark Shadows. “Other than that, i got bikes, cars, property, books, paintings and some semblance of a soul left, where would you like me to start???” he offered over email.

By the end of January 2010, Johnny still hadn’t signed the loan document paperwork. He was $4 million overdrawn from the bank.

The Rum Diary opened in October 2011 to mixed reviews. Commercially, the film flopped, making $30 million worldwide against its $45 million budget.

In the two years since filming in Puerto Rico, Amber and Tasya had been regularly snapped together by the paparazzi in Los Angeles, shopping, eating at Joan’s on Third, and cruising around in Amber’s blue 1968 Ford Mustang. Together, they’d become part of the mainstream Hollywood scene in LA, attending brand launches, movie premieres, charity events, and after-parties. Tasya described Amber as her muse: “Gala is to Salvador Dalí, Kiki de Montparnasse is to Man Ray, Beatrice is to Dante Alighieri.”

Meanwhile, Johnny’s mounting struggles with alcohol were hastening the demise of his fourteen-year partnership with Vanessa. In February 2012, Johnny wrote in an email to his friend Mathias Bouchin, “I know now that I was not happy . . . I have been living in a state of constant poison for years. This cannot continue. I need peace. Vanessa needs peace and deserves to be happy.” The following month, Johnny sent Elton John, his buddy in sobriety, an email with the subject line “100 days.” In the email Johnny told Elton he’d been sober for a hundred days and thanked him for his “love, understanding and complete dedication to the curing of my poisoned wet brain and liver resembling Mrs. Thatcher . . . I would have been swallowed up by the monster were it not for you. That is a simple fact.”

In June 2012, Johnny and Vanessa announced their separation. Stephen, Johnny’s assistant and friend, said that it was a sad time for Johnny and that it appeared he felt enormous guilt with regards to his kids, because they were still young. Even though they’d never married, Johnny reportedly gave Vanessa $100 million in the separation.

That same month, Johnny gifted Amber a $6,500 Palomino horse named Peaches and Creme. Amber renamed the horse Arrow. There were tabloid reports of Amber regularly visiting Johnny on the set of The Lone Ranger in New Mexico. For his forty-ninth birthday, Amber gifted Johnny a foot-long turquoise-handled knife, the blade inscribed with “hasta la muerta,” meaning “until death.” Less than a week later, Amber and Tasya announced their split.

Johnny and Amber claimed they didn’t have sex until after they’d ended their respective relationships with Vanessa and Tasya. But, a decade later, Amber would tell a courtroom that she recalled they’d started dating in October 2011. During the press tour for The Rum Diary, Johnny had invited Amber, through his publicist, into his hotel room in London. “It felt like there was electricity to the room . . . I got up and left, and as I went to leave, he grabbed both sides of my face, similar to what he did in Puerto Rico when we were filming that scene and he kissed me and I kissed him back.”

Johnny, twenty-two years older than Amber, was very much her type. The year before she met Johnny, she’d told a reporter, “All the guys I date are older than me. It’s actually a sickness, like an addiction.” She’d dated Mexican filmmaker Alejandro Monteverde, nine years her senior, when she was eighteen living in her hometown of Austin, Texas, and then continued seeing him when she moved to LA, where he helped her meet people in the industry. Then she dated Mexican telenovela actor Valentino Lanús, eleven years her senior, for a stretch of months. Amber had also been romantically linked to the actor Crispin Glover, twenty-two years her senior.

Bruce Witkin was stunned that Johnny was jumping straight into another relationship. He thought Amber represented the aspiring, ambitious side of Hollywood that Johnny had always run from. But Johnny insisted they were a perfect match. “We connect on a lot of levels, but the first thing that really got me was she’s an aficionado of the blues,” Johnny said. “I would play a song, some old obscure blues song, and she knew what it was.” He continued, “She’s very, very literate. She’s a voracious reader as I have been, so we connected on that as well, and she’s kind of brilliant and beautiful.”

“I don’t know, man,” Bruce told Johnny. “Why do you have to dive into another relationship? You just stopped one that was fourteen years.” He encouraged him to enjoy being a bachelor and “Go Clooney it up.”

But Johnny was a serial monogamist. Before his long-term relationships with Vanessa and Kate Moss, he’d been engaged four times, first to makeup artist Lori Allison and then actress Sherilyn Fenn, followed by Jennifer Grey, then Winona Ryder, whom he dated for three years, famously tattooing “Winona Forever” on his arm (later changed to “Wino Forever”). Their breakup happened shortly after the filming of What’s Eating Gilbert Grape, and Johnny told an interviewer in 1994 that he abused alcohol to deal with the heartbreak. “The shoot was four months. During that time, I poisoned myself regularly. At the time I was trying to escape from my own brain, so I was drinking a lot.”

“He’s always looking for the right girl, and when he finds her, he goes all in and gets obsessed,” Bruce said. “There’s not many women he’s gone public with, so when he does commit, he commits.”

But Amber and Johnny didn’t seem ready to commit just yet. Throughout 2012, they weren’t exclusive, dating on and off. Amber had also started seeing Marie de Villepin, the artist, model, singer, socialite, and daughter of former prime minister of France, while also being pursued by Elon Musk, whom she’d nearly met on the set of Machete Kills, in which he made a cameo. “If there is a party or event with Amber, I’d be interested in meeting her just out of curiosity. Allegedly she is a fan of George Orwell and Ayn Rand . . . most unusual,” Elon wrote the film’s production team. The film’s director arranged a dinner, but Amber stood Elon up. Elon tried again to get lunch with Amber in LA. He insisted he wasn’t angling for a date—she just seemed like an interesting person.

But Johnny vowed not to let a girl like Amber “slip through his fingers.” In early 2012, Amber spent time with Johnny at his private Bahamian island for a romantic getaway. For the entire month of September, he sent her a handwritten poem and a bouquet of roses every day. As a Christmas gift, he renamed “Vanessa’s Beach” “Amber’s Cove.” Not long after, Amber returned to the island and was met with a surprise: Johnny had built a $3 million beach bar, which he’d named “Cafe Cabrones” (cabrones being the Spanish equivalent of “bastards”), that was an exact replica of the one from the set of The Rum Diary. The set designer from the movie created the plans, and, according to the project manager, the build-out “required construction of a temporary ramp on an environmentally sensitive beach to bring equipment and materials ashore.” It was an extravagant romantic gesture. Amber was smitten.

There was no turning back now. They would forever be linked in name. Johnny Depp and Amber Heard. Amber Heard and Johnny Depp.




Chapter 2

Fish-Hooked

As Amber and Johnny’s relationship grew more serious, Johnny drifted further away from his small and trusted network of family, friends, and staff. “All of a sudden his world became that world,” Bruce Witkin said.

On a warm Friday afternoon in late May 2013, a few weeks before Johnny’s fiftieth birthday, a small group of Amber’s friends drove two hours east from Los Angeles to meet at the Hicksville Trailer Palace. Set on two and a half acres of fenced land in Joshua Tree, Hicksville’s eleven themed trailers are arranged in a circle around a small saltwater pool and firepit. Arriving ahead of her and Johnny, Amber’s friends settled into vintage patio chairs faded by the desert sun, waiting for the guests of honor to arrive.

Amber’s younger sister, Whitney, picked up a paddle from the Ping-Pong table, a large Pabst Blue Ribbon sign above her head. Amber and Whitney, a year and a half apart in age, had always been close. Amber helped Whitney make the move to Los Angeles, where she worked as Amber’s assistant while chasing her own dreams of stardom. Whitney enjoyed the Hollywood lifestyle as much as Amber did and frequently tagged along for red-carpet events, but there were rumors that their relationship could be combative, beyond the normal highs and lows of sisterly love. Soon after arriving in California, Whitney was cast in a low-budget reality show called Detroit Street Diaries, following a group of young, attractive women in LA living in a dreary downtown apartment complex on Detroit Street, south of Hollywood. “Whit,” as she was called, gave off a “bad ass rocker” vibe in the title sequence of the show, wearing thick black eyeliner and flicking open a skull-shaped lighter for the camera. Midway through filming the series, Whitney came to set with visible bruises and scratches on her body. That day they were filming behind-the-scenes footage for the show’s intro sequence. Three women in bikinis and oversized sunglasses, Whitney included, lounged around the apartment complex’s pool drinking margaritas. On camera, one of the cast members turned to Whitney, looking at her injured body, and stated, “I can’t believe Amber beat your ass.” Whitney laughed it off, pushed up her sunglasses, and said, “We’re not gonna talk about it anymore.” The other cast members continued to implore Whitney about the fight with her sister, but Whitney kept changing the subject. Lisa Raphael, the creator of the show, who was also a close friend of Whitney and Amber’s at the time, said she saw the scratches and bruises on Whitney that day, and the scratches looked like they were from nails. Whitney told her they’d gotten into a little argument. “Whitney wanted to go back to Texas and not be Amber’s assistant anymore, so they got into it,” Lisa said.

Now, running late to join Whitney and friends in Hicksville, Amber and Johnny revved down the desert highway. A security guard and Johnny’s assistant Nathan Holmes followed behind. The couple would be shacked up in the “New World” trailer, the largest on the property, which was decorated in a 1950s theme as an “homage to B movies.” There were pink flamingo curtains and bunk beds inside, plus a queen-size bed in the back.

Amber’s friends formed a receiving line to greet Johnny when they arrived. Soon, the steaks were off the grill along with sour cream baked potatoes and Doritos. For dessert: drugs. As the sun sank, Amber and Johnny’s guests refilled their drinks and talked about which drugs they’d be taking that night. Some people wanted to stick to coke, others preferred to “hippie flip” and take both mushrooms and ecstasy (MDMA). Amber’s new friend Kelly Sue Milano, whom she’d met through her best friend from Texas, Raquel “Rocky” Pennington, had never taken drugs, but when Johnny offered her mushrooms, she thought, “Why not?” and popped a tiny bit into her mouth, hoping for the best.

Before long, Kelly Sue started to feel disoriented. Sitting next to the fire, an ember landed on her dress, but she didn’t notice until it had burned a hole clean through. She’d taken a minuscule amount of mushrooms, but she felt extremely high. Friends talked and laughed around the fire, and Johnny played guitar with another friend of Amber’s, the canopy of desert sky sparkling above.

Then, suddenly, the energy shifted. Amber and Kelly Sue were getting touchy-feely, and Johnny snapped at Kelly Sue. To Johnny, it looked like Kelly Sue was coming on to Amber. But according to Kelly Sue, it was the other way around. Amber was being flirtatious with her. In future legal filings, Amber would state that Johnny violently grabbed Kelly Sue’s wrist in front of the whole group and asked her menacingly, “Do you know how many pounds of pressure it takes to break a wrist?” Kelly Sue would deny this ever happened. Johnny lashed out at her verbally, she’d attest, but he didn’t touch her or physically threaten her. She was shaken and shocked by his outburst, especially because it was during her first psychedelic drug experience, but she was never afraid for her safety.

After his conflict with Kelly Sue, Johnny and Amber retreated to their trailer and a fight ensued—one that would later be cited as “violent incident 3” out of fourteen incidents of domestic violence detailed by Amber in legal filings. Johnny took his rage out on the trailer, Amber would allege, breaking a sconce and a glass cabinet, destroying the place in a blacked-out rage. She’d also claim he ripped off her dress and forced a “cavity search” on her body while hunting for his cocaine.

The next morning, Kelly Sue stumbled out of her trailer in a daze. The sun was already beating down on the AstroTurf. Kelly Sue said Amber seemed cheerful, sitting with her feet in the
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