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Part I

The Quarry

Nibble, nibble, where’s the mouse? Who’s that nibbling at my house?

—The Brothers Grimm, “Hansel and Gretel”





Chapter 1

The Drone Operator

On the afternoon it all began, on a fall day in 2017, Will Strathmann stood in a field in eastern Nebraska, south of Omaha. The sky was overcast; it was one of those dreary, midwestern fall days that threatened heavy rain but delivered only drizzle, when clouds trembled with gray-white fissures that wouldn’t break open until they hit the Great Divide, far off to the west. Will stood underneath the canopy of a large oak tree whose leaves were beginning to turn gold and orange, and like a hunter he watched his quarry, a stone-walled building in a muddy construction pit that was to be the seat of some foundation or other. He had set up a slider to which he’d affixed two tripods with cameras for a twenty-minute reveal time lapse. His boss on this commercial shoot, Deren Abram, who ran a production company from Denver, was tending to engineers elsewhere, and Will had some time to himself. The wind was gentle on his face, and while the apertures gawped and the autumn light flowed in, he reached into his pocket to check his email. Someone named Amy Pascal had written to him. The name sounded vaguely familiar, so he googled it. Ah, he chuckled, that Amy Pascal, the Hollywood producer of The Post, Spiderman: Homecoming, and scores of other movies. Pascal was perhaps most famous as the primary victim of the 2014 Sony hack, in which her private email correspondence was leaked.

Could she call him?

His phone chirped. After introducing herself, Amy Pascal got to the point. She told Will she had sought him out because she was looking for a “dark horse DP,” a director of photography. Will was eager, of course, to hear more, but he was on a shoot at the moment, and short on time. Could they speak that night? Sure, sure, Pascal told him.

“Do you know Amy Pascal?” he asked Deren later when they were seated in the SUV they’d rented, rolling north toward their hotel.

“Yeah,” Deren said. He had worked in Hollywood for years. He’d even met Pascal once, at a party.

“I just got off the phone with her,” Will said.

“No, you didn’t,” his boss said.

That night, Pascal told Will that she was developing an idea for a television show for Netflix. Pascal’s vision was dreamy and compelling, and it appealed to what Will found most exciting about photography: culture wasn’t locked inside storied monuments or cherished tourist sites. Truth was best extracted from unobserved corners. They bonded over the idea that it was in these overlooked places that gems of understanding might slip into view, like quiet but welcome intruders. As a framework for the show, she had in mind a children’s book, JonArno Lawson’s Sidewalk Flowers. Published in 2015, and illustrated with poignant drawings, it told the story of a young girl who finds and distributes flowers—to a dead bird, a homeless person—and in so doing reanimates a drab world with color and meaning. Pascal wanted to highlight a female perspective; the story’s young female protagonist would be a proxy for the viewer. She wanted a partner who was talented and hungry, someone who loved exploring the world and appreciated the challenge of working in a strange and perhaps even unsettling foreign land, a land like Indonesia, a rich and fascinating culture unfamiliar to most Americans where she wanted to set the travel show she had in mind. She had studied Will’s portfolio, and thought they would make a great team.

During college, Will had studied Buddhist philosophy in Dharamshala, India, for a year. One day he found himself in Varanasi, India’s holiest city, sitting near the statues of the cremation gods watching as pilgrimaging families carted their dead to the sacred ovens, their ashes destined for the currents of the holy Ganges River, which flowed nearby. When he returned to the United States, he abandoned a notion he’d nurtured for a while of becoming a clinical psychologist, and devoted himself instead to photography.

Will couldn’t help but feel that this opportunity had been tailor-made for him.

Amy Pascal had a blunt and disconcerting way about her, Will thought, and she hinted at things he didn’t fully grasp. The tone wasn’t sexual, exactly, but it veered awfully close. She asked how he felt about working with powerful women. He fumbled, and then felt bad about fumbling, not entirely sure why. She sensed his hesitation, almost before he sensed it himself. She called him “darling” and “honey.” By the end of the first phone call, they were on a first-name basis. “The business Amy is very different from the personal Amy,” she murmured.

“How’s it going with Amy?” Deren asked the next day.

“Good,” said Will. “Weird.”

He told Deren about the job, the odd questions and the tone—he wasn’t sure if it was suggestive, necessarily—in which Amy had posed them. Harvey Weinstein, the lecherous Hollywood producer accused of raping women, was all over the newspapers. Who was to say Amy wasn’t the same breed of cat?

“Just don’t go into a locked room with her,” Deren joked.

Then Will showed his boss the emails Amy had sent from what appeared to be her work account: amyp@pascalfilms.com. Deren shrugged. It was a little unusual, he said, but the documentation seemed legit.

“It would be hard to turn down this kind of opportunity,” he said.

Will agreed. It would be hard to turn down. Too hard. “Whatever you do,” Deren added, “don’t go out of pocket.”

Amy had what seemed to Will a rich and deeply nuanced appreciation of Indonesian culture and history, which Amy felt would be the ideal setting for an adventure travel show. She described the sacred Buddhist temples of Borobudur, in the ancient city of Yogyakarta, and spoke about the Dutch colonial expansion, kings and concubines, trade routes and the Dutch East India Company. She also shared stories of other deals she had worked on, or those still under way, a project about Cleopatra with the director David Fincher that had fallen apart. Everybody knew about that, she added, almost as an aside. “So many fascinating stories there for you to look at a little bit more,” she said. Will was entranced. Together they began to explore the idea in more depth. She tasked Will with devising a storyboard for a pilot episode, and they agreed that Will would travel to Indonesia to scout locations and develop potential story lines.

The trip was already organized; she had taken care of that herself. A concierge car service run by her friend “Soli,” short for Solihin Kalla, the son of Indonesia’s vice president, Jusuf Kalla, would be put at his disposal. Will would have to pay for $2,740 in up-front expenses, she said, before warning him that Indonesia, like Mexico, another country with which she seemed to be familiar, was rife with fraud. He should only extract cash from ATMs in full view of CCTV cameras. “Please don’t think of me as racist,” she pleaded. She went over minutiae, describing the drivers (“not very talkative”), the payment methods (“no credit cards; cash only”), tipping (“don’t”), even meals (“I don’t know how much of a foodie you are . . .”). Having flooded Will with this torrent of logistics, she tidily summed it up. “So, uh, that’s the entire setup—the premise. I just need your phone to be on,” because she wanted to be in touch with him every day. “You’ve traveled a lot,” she told him. “This should be a breeze.”

Will had traveled some already, it was true, to other cities in India and Asia. Pascal seemed to have picked up on a subtler ambition: Will was looking for meaning, something to eclipse transitory epiphanies. Pascal was giving him that opportunity. She sent him more documentation to firm up the practical side of their partnership, itineraries, and an elaborate nondisclosure agreement. “Are you good?” she asked. “I just want to make sure you understand conceptually because I’ve devoted so much of my time to this.”

Pascal was a fan of Anthony Bourdain’s Parts Unknown, and she likened Will’s upcoming journey to a cultural version of Bourdain’s popular travel show, updated for the millennial generation. In the days leading up to his departure, he compiled articles about Buddhist temples, Hindu religious sites, and cultural landmarks, but Pascal gently discouraged this. “Stop doing research,” she said. “Just show up, and discover.”

Will landed in Jakarta around midnight on October 15 and was met by a Mr. Rusdi. The gentleman, in his sixties, a chain smoker of cigarettes who spoke very little English, seemed generous, and the two managed to communicate well enough. The night air was thick and warm, and from around the base of lampposts that lined the highway luminous blooms erupted. “An explosion of bright purple flowers,” Will wrote in his journal. “Even in the dark of the night.”

On his first full day in Indonesia, Will stood atop the National Monument, a towering 433-foot-tall obelisk, and studied the unruly metropolis of Jakarta. From far below wafted the pungent, halfway pleasant odor of burning trash and the muffled din of traffic. Will’s thoughts drifted. While waiting to buy his ticket, he had spotted a young couple with two children, including a girl who looked to be about eight years old and was stealing cautious glances at him from behind the safety of her mother’s legs. Atop the tower, the girl ventured to the white metal protection bars at the edge and peered through a set of stationary binoculars. What if he were a young girl lost in a big city, he wondered. Where would he go to get his bearings? This perch seemed like a logical starting point. The day was crushingly hot and Will worked steadily, shooting more than seven hundred frames. That evening, jet lag and exhaustion washed over him, and as he lay in bed, thrill bled into fatigue and anxiety. If he failed, Amy had warned him, there were plenty of other talented DPs eager to take his place.

After a week of steady work, Will returned home, but a few days later, at Amy’s request, he was back in Indonesia. The second trip didn’t go as well as the first. Will was exhausted. His back hurt. He was concerned about his expenses. Between flights, cars, and hotels, he had spent close to $15,000, none of which Amy had reimbursed. He hoped an upcoming trip to Yogyakarta, the last remaining monarchical city in Indonesia, home to the sultanate, would improve his mood. But after two days spent touring the Kraton palace and the Green Temple, and an afternoon walking blindfolded through a grove of banyan trees as part of a tourist attraction, a sense of fatalism crept into his observations. “My soul is fucked,” he wrote.

This time when Will left Indonesia, he flew straight to Los Angeles to meet Amy and two Netflix showrunners. No sooner did he land than Amy called. The Harvey Weinstein scandal had become a conflagration. The Netflix showrunners were suddenly unavailable and Amy’s own staff recommended she not meet with anyone alone. Anyway, an additional complication had arisen. She needed Will to return to Indonesia, specifically Bali, to photograph a new location, or else one of the showrunners would pull the project. Just four days after arriving in LA, and a one-day layover in Taipei, Will returned to Indonesia for the third time. The promised reimbursements still hadn’t arrived. His own savings were gone and Will was now asking his parents for help. The Strathmann family was in for close to $30,000.

On November 12, he made his way to an ATM in Jakarta to gather the final funds for Bali. His flight was scheduled to leave in two hours. But when he put his card into the machine that morning, his account was frozen. He tried calling his bank’s customer service line but couldn’t get through. Mr. Rusdi and the bagman said they couldn’t drive him to the airport until they had been paid, but eventually relented and drove Will for free, with the condition that Will tell his boss he had taken a taxi—should word get back to her, they would both be in serious trouble. Amy found out anyway, when Mr. Rusdi failed to turn over the usual driving fees. She was livid. With his thoughtless dismissal of protocol, Will had jeopardized her long-standing relationships and imperiled their project. She ordered him to cancel his flight and withdraw enough cash to “make this right.” Later, she called again to say the Bali trip wasn’t going to happen after all. Now more conciliatory, she urged him to return home and assured him that he had proven himself worthy.

Will hadn’t slept properly for weeks, he wasn’t eating, and all the melatonin he’d been taking had left him constipated and bloated. He cried himself to sleep that night. The next morning, he left Indonesia. Shortly after landing in Seoul, South Korea, Will was changing planes when Amy called: Bali was on. Could he return to Indonesia?

Having invested so much time and effort in a project whose contours he no longer understood, he decided it made little sense to abort. He stumbled from counter to counter trying to rearrange his itinerary, and after much haggling, and more money, he was once again in the air. That night, for the fourth time in less than a month, he passed through Jakarta Customs.

Will was sleeping when his phone began buzzing around 2 a.m. He figured it was Amy. She had called him only a couple of hours earlier, just after midnight, to go over his trip to Bali the next day. Mr. Rusdi was scheduled to arrive in just under four hours. Bracing himself for another “crazy Amy call,” he picked up his phone and instead saw a slew of text and voice messages from his father that he had somehow missed. Fred’s voice was firm, but he sounded on edge. “This is an emergency,” he said. “Call me ASAP. Do not go anywhere or get in any cars with anybody.”

The Screenwriter

Gregory Mandarano had moved frequently as a kid. Born in Connecticut, he had spent some time in Howard Beach, Queens, and then a few years in the Florida Keys, where his father, a surgeon, oversaw an ER. The family had relocated to Long Island when he was in middle school and Mandarano had been there, on and off, ever since. He was thirty-seven.

He dreamed of being a screenwriter and had drafted a couple dozen feature film scripts, but unfortunately none sold. He often sent his projects to www.scriptshadow.net, a website and online community that offered screenwriting resources, feedback, and, sometimes, encouragement to aspiring writers. Winners of the site’s featured monthly competition occasionally received calls from Hollywood executives. A few people had gotten agents and even deals based off projects they had submitted. While Greg was a frequent visitor, he often rankled other members with unsolicited and unwelcome critiques. He had earned what he admitted was “a bad reputation.” To make matters worse, he remained unrepresented and his screenplays unproduced.

While the constant rejection had been frustrating, he and his writing partner, Jay Shapiro (a pseudonym), were hopeful that fortune would soon break in their direction. One day that summer while surfing the web, Greg came across what appeared to be a website affiliated with the China Film Group, www.thechinafilmgroup.com, which was soliciting ideas for screenplays. It was an encouraging development. CFG was a major player in China’s burgeoning film industry, considered the go-to destination for American studios in search of mainland partners on big-budget productions. Greg quickly sent off an email pitch for a movie titled “Shadows Below.” The quick summary, or logline, read, in part: “After terrorists attack China on the 4th of July, a submarine commanded by the President’s Daughter and a team of Navy SEALS are all that stand between a rogue Chinese doomsday sub and Nuclear Armageddon.” Before long, he received a message back from a CFG executive named Jing Huilang. Interesting pitch and synopsis! she wrote. Over the course of numerous emails, Greg outlined his vision of the movie, providing Huilang with detailed notes about the script’s tone, feel, and themes.

In a subsequent phone call, Huilang said she was looking for someone to write a blockbuster American script, set in China, for an international audience. CFG was a mainland Chinese outfit, but Huilang sounded more like she hailed from Hong Kong. Her English was strong and fluid, with the British inflection common to wealthy Hong Kongers, a legacy of the long historical connection to the United Kingdom. She laid out how competitive this opportunity would be and stressed that, if Gregory and Jay were chosen, their work would be subject to strict oversight by China’s censors. The Chinese market was growing fast; big American studios and streaming networks like Netflix and Hulu were racing to get a foothold. More traditional American studios were teaming up with Chinese outfits on projects that had appeal in both places. This was the break Greg had been looking for. It wasn’t Warner Bros., exactly, but the world was changing; a big hit in China might be even better. He and Jay responded right away: Yes, they were interested. What did Huilang need?

In the days following Huilang’s last email, Greg and Jay complied with a series of elaborate requests. They wrote essays about their movie idea, which Greg had already pitched as a big-budget sci-fi extravaganza set in Asia, involving sea monsters and ninja warriors. At Huilang’s request, they created a forty-page “mood board,” a blueprint of sorts for the movie. They answered long questionnaires providing personal details about themselves and their work habits. And then they waited, hoping their “application” to have their screenplay selected by the China Film Group would be approved.

It was.

Over emails and phone calls Huilang explained the next steps and connected Greg with other CFG staff. She needed them to travel to Indonesia, where CFG maintained offices and oversaw production on its many projects. She explained that CFG operated differently than most Hollywood studios. China’s all-powerful censorship board played a big role in developing scripts, down to the smallest level of detail. It was partly for this reason that the company wanted writers to spend time in Indonesia, where they could visit key locations that the studio would likely want to have featured in the movie. Greg consulted with his entertainment attorney. The lawyer was skeptical and told Greg that he should be, too, but Greg insisted on moving ahead. The lawyer warned him to proceed with caution. “Look,” he said, “you’re going to a foreign country. You’re dealing with China. For all you know, your rooms are going to be bugged.”

They arrived in July 2015 and settled into their rooms at the Hotel Santika Premiere, a four-star resort in downtown Jakarta. Huilang had told them that they would be meeting with one of her colleagues, a senior development executive from CFG. After a night of poor sleep and anxious half-dreams, Greg and Jay woke to a humid morning and took a cab to a high-rise in the business district.

Eventually a man emerged through the glass doors on the street level and greeted them. He was of medium height, with a dark complexion and a buoyant demeanor, accentuated by a smile that stretched across his face. His eyes seemed unusually large, and Greg wondered whether he was purposely widening them for effect. He had dyed parts of his dark hair bright green and the contrast with his skin was striking. Greg thought he looked a little like Max Landis, the Hollywood screenwriter; he exuded a similar buzzy energy and powerful charisma. He introduced himself as Anand Sippy and explained that his father had been a well-known director and producer in Bollywood. He handed over a business card that identified him as “Vice President of Creative and Development—Film Division, China Film Group.” Although his nationality was left unaddressed, he spoke nearly flawless, American-accented English. Greg immediately warmed to what he described as Sippy’s “LA attitude.” They chatted during the elevator ride. Greg had written more than twenty scripts and Sippy indicated that he had read some of them. He complimented Greg on his style.

Sippy led them to a glassed-in conference room on an upper floor. Greg and Jay had come prepared to give a PowerPoint presentation, and Sippy went about setting up the TV console in the corner. At one point, Sippy pressed a button on the TV and an image of the two Americans sitting at the other end of the room suddenly appeared on-screen. Greg wondered if they were being secretly recorded through the television monitor. He remembered what the lawyer had said. Doing business with Communist China, even if you were in Indonesia, was different than doing business in the United States; one should expect a certain amount of light surveillance. The two Americans presented their ideas for “Shadows Below.” For more than an hour, Sippy listened and provided detailed feedback on the scope and direction of the film, commenting on plot points, locations, and thematic ideas. Greg and Jay left the meeting confident that they had finally found their footing as screenwriters. That night, Greg sent Sippy a new treatment for a “fantasy variant” of “Shadows Below,” which took place in an alternate universe.

When Greg informed the scriptshadow community that a project of his had been green-lit by a major Chinese film studio, former detractors clamored to pitch their own projects. A single mother from Kansas told Greg she had recently been in touch with the people from CFG. She would have to borrow money to make the trip and first wanted to ensure it was legitimate. “Go for it,” he reassured her.

The rest of Greg’s family viewed the trip with a mixture of exhilaration and alarm. Within days of the initial contact, Huilang began communicating directly with Greg’s mother, Lisa. Huilang called from China almost every day and kept Lisa on the phone for hours. In time they would all be dragged into the project; over the course of the next several months, Greg’s parents would provide them upwards of $100,000 in funding. Greg brought in his sister Melanie, an artist, as a “creative consultant.” They traveled to Indonesia and Hong Kong together and she produced more than a hundred ink sketches and watercolors for a “journal” to be featured in the movie. When the international financing that CFG had insisted upon became too overwhelming, Greg asked another sister, a senior vice president at a major New York City investment firm, to help. The family’s entertainment attorney charged them tens of thousands more to manage the legal thicket. The project was all the family could think about. Huilang referred to the Mandarano clan as “the dream team.”

The Photographer

The bedsheets had begun to feel sticky. Caleb Kotner, who asked that I use a pseudonym when referring to him, wasn’t sleeping anyway, so he threw them aside and rolled off the bed onto the tiled floor. He glanced briefly out the hotel window at the buzzing, spitting lights of Jakarta. For the past few weeks, Caleb had been documenting his travels across Indonesia with a Canon and a Leica. He, too, was working for Amy Pascal, who had sought him out for a film project she was developing. He’d muted the alarm on his phone but a bedside clock shone bright red: 3:30 a.m. Amy would be calling soon.

Earlier that fall of 2017, the producer had sent him an email, asking if they could speak. Caleb had been puzzled but intrigued. At twenty-seven, he was building a career as a freelancer. He had worked for the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, and the New Yorker and was developing a portfolio that, in addition to media outlets, included several corporate clients. A personal phone call from someone of Amy Pascal’s professional stature, while welcome, was unusual, to say the least. But when they did finally speak, Pascal was engaging and friendly. She name-dropped, which was to be expected, mentioning Martha Stewart and New Yorker editor David Remnick, and demonstrated a casual familiarity with several of Caleb’s corporate clients. Pascal explained that she was looking for an enterprising photographer to help with two short documentary films about world-class athletes, shot in Indonesia, projects she hoped to turn into a big-budget multipart series with Netflix. He warmed to her right away.

Within days of their first call Caleb had signed on, and he soon boarded a flight bound for Jakarta. His assignment in Indonesia involved touring the country extensively, documenting iconic landmarks such as the ancient stone ruins of Borobudur, in Yogyakarta, on the island of Java. He worked steadily from early morning to late at night. When they spoke by phone, sometimes after midnight, Pascal updated him on the project, always peppering her conversation with the names of powerful people.

When it came to travel logistics, Pascal was very specific about the smallest details. She insisted that Caleb use a taxi company owned by a man she affectionately referred to as Soli. Caleb pointed out that there were probably less expensive options, but Pascal said that working with this company would help them access certain Hindu religious sites where filming was generally prohibited.

Caleb worked hard; seemingly, so did Pascal. They exchanged reams of paperwork and dozens of emails. She drafted complex contracts outlining the expectations of the job, the travel budgets, the locations where he was to shoot along with expected timelines, and strict NDAs to maintain the secrecy of the project. Pascal promised Caleb that he would be reimbursed for all his expenses once the project was complete. The travel across the sprawling archipelago was demanding, but also rewarding, and before long he had built up a substantial portfolio of images.

But in other ways, the job was less satisfying. Pascal was an exacting, and sometimes impulsive, boss. She called all the time. Caleb began to wonder if she was a little unhinged. At the very least, she was unusual, and at times disarmingly forthcoming. She had explained that she wanted to work with an up-and-coming photographer like him because more established artists were difficult, less flexible. She also confided that the Sony hack had been devastating. Since leaving Sony, she had been trying, in fits and starts, to rebuild her career and reputation but it had been a struggle. Part of her own reinvention, she said, involved finding younger talent that she could mold and shape. This was why the phone calls were so important—it was this process of working together, building something from the ground up, that would tell her if Caleb was going to be worth her time, and her money, if he was going to be a good investment.

In anticipation of her volatility, and her penchant for calling at all hours, he began setting his alarm for the middle of the night, energizing himself by doing push-ups or taking a cold shower. Amy called so often, and the calls became so stressful, that the standard Apple ringtone he used began to haunt him. About halfway through the trip he changed it to a happier, chirpier tone. If the phone sounded more excited, perhaps he would feel it, too.

So it was that morning when he’d rolled out of bed at 3:30 a.m. When his phone lit up, he answered before it could ring.

“Good morning,” he said, trying to sound bright.

“Are you okay?” Pascal asked.

“Everything’s fine.”

“It doesn’t sound fine,” she said.

“I just woke up.”

“Caleb,” she snapped, “in Hollywood we don’t get tired. We’re driven.”

Caleb felt the familiar knot in his stomach tighten. He wanted so badly to please her. And now he wondered, not for the first time, what his employer would do next.

“I can find someone else for this job,” she said. “If you’re going to be too tired to do this, you can go home now.”

He blamed it on jet lag. “I’m great, I’m good to go,” he said, trying to wrap it up. “Excited for the day.”

Lately, conversations like this had become the norm with Pascal, who berated him for seemingly minor infractions, even as she suggested they build their personal relationship. She knew Caleb’s parents lived on the East Coast, and she told him she would be his “mommy in Los Angeles.”

Yet the work moved forward. On two occasions Caleb traveled by plane several hundred miles southeast from Jakarta to Yogyakarta, where he stayed for a few days and photographed ancient ruins. After he traveled to the Hindu temple of Prambanan, she pressed for details, as if she knew the place intimately. During one trip to Yogyakarta, Caleb broke with protocol and accepted an invitation from his local fixer to dine with his family. Amy called during the dinner and when she learned where Caleb was, she grew furious and ordered him to leave immediately. She explained that she never wanted him to do anything that she hadn’t explicitly organized. She told him she worried for his safety, but to Caleb it felt like she just wanted to be in control.

Whether on the road or back in his hotel in Jakarta, Caleb logged hours on the phone with Pascal coordinating details, discussing story ideas, and poring over contractual details—but something nagged at him. He had never actually seen Pascal, even via Skype, her preferred method of communication. She never activated her camera, explaining that to do so would pose a security risk.

Over a month into the project, he was growing nervous. It was standard practice within the industry for freelancers to pay for their own travel, accommodation, and logistics with the expectation that those expenses would be reimbursed once the work had been turned in. Caleb had successfully completed dozens of assignments this way without much trouble at all. Yet the expenses involved in this new job were in a different realm: within the space of a few weeks on the road he had somehow—he wasn’t quite sure how—racked up close to $50,000 in credit card charges and ATM withdrawals in Indonesia. Thus far he had been able to rationalize this obvious problem: for working freelancers like him, it was a lot of money. On the other hand, Pascal was worth tens of millions. Perhaps she had simply lost financial perspective?

Caleb’s entreaties to meet Pascal in person, even via a Skype video chat, went nowhere. Even though the project hadn’t been completed, she assured him the money had been sent, but he hadn’t received anything. Whenever he began to suspect he was being played, his thoughts inevitably returned to the same question: To what end? Pascal had obviously poured hours of her own time into the project. It had to be real. She had even offered Caleb’s father, who also worked as a film editor, a job in LA. While his father didn’t have time to pursue the opportunity, the offer spoke volumes—didn’t it?

Still the doubts niggled at him. After several weeks in Indonesia, Caleb had returned to the U.S. but now Pascal told him she needed him to go back one final time. She explained that a prominent Hollywood producer—she let a major A-list name slip—was interested in their project, but he wanted that “extra something.”

In the first days of January 2018, he finally screwed up his courage and sent her an email. He told her he was excited for Bali, his bags were packed, but before he departed for this final trip he wanted to clear up one thing. “I just need to confirm that I am truly dealing with you,” he wrote. And then he waited for her to respond.





Chapter 2

Nicole Kotsianas was a Garden State girl, born and bred. “Jersey through and through,” she told anyone who asked, as if it wasn’t already abundantly clear. In high school, she drove a dirty white 1990 Buick Century her grandfather had given her, with cowskin interiors and the fuzzy dice—the “Buey Beast.” Her hairstyle, complete with bangs, harked back to her days as a teenager holding a lighter aloft for Bruce Springsteen, who had attended her same school. When, as an adult, she finally made it out to Los Angeles, she wandered down to the Venice boardwalk and strolled past head shops and haunted houses and didgeridoo-playing Rastafarians. It reminded her of the Jersey shore, only with more weed.

Nicole’s employer, a corporate security and investigations outfit called K2 Intelligence, didn’t discriminate much when deciding which clients to take on. They’d help an unsavory regime with as much gusto as they mustered for a widow who’d been bilked of her savings. For a time, they’d even asked some pointed questions on behalf of Harvey Weinstein, in the months before he was arrested, which earned them a few cycles of bad press. Around the firm’s offices in Manhattan, K2 investigators sometimes referred to the company as “the CIA for the corporate world,” which could be interpreted as a compliment or a slight, depending on one’s perspective.

Nicole worked on the Investigations and Disputes Team, where there were more women than men. Jules Kroll, K2’s founder, liked it that way; he believed that women were better listeners. Most of Nicole’s work was tied up with the kind of meat-and-potatoes research that comprised the bulk of her team’s caseload: due diligence for companies, asset searches, and investigations for high-net-worth individuals, a specific kind of deep-pocketed client.

Hollywood, and this half-formed slip of a case that had landed on her lap in October 2017, felt so foreign. It had come to her from a lawyer in LA whose client, a well-known Hollywood movie producer, was being impersonated. But when Nicole looked into it in those first few days the whole thing struck her as a bit off and, as far as cases went, even a little bit weak. The lawyer’s client was Amy Pascal, who had produced Molly’s Game and the Ghostbusters reboot. Pascal was a big deal, but the extent of the impersonation didn’t seem to add up to a whole lot.

Someone pretending to be Pascal was making calls around town—Hollywood was a “town,” Nicole now learned, a small and tidy place with its own etiquette and language. In some of the conversations, the fake Pascal flirted with the men on the other end of the line. But the caller was also tentative, like someone toying with an idea whose true shape she hadn’t quite grasped. Nicole thought it sounded a little like the Harvey Weinstein scandal, which had erupted in the press that very month, with the gender dynamic powerfully inverted: an exceptionally influential woman was taking advantage of her position to lure unsuspecting—and, most importantly, unknown and powerless—men into awkward compromises. Yet, compared with the firestorm erupting around Weinstein, this was penny-ante stuff. Probably just a weird lady somewhere pulling a prank, she thought; a few phone calls here and there, none of them were very long, and they didn’t seem to lead anywhere. Now and again, the fake Pascal was said to have probed about people’s availability to work on nonexistent projects. Bizarre, Nicole thought, but no one had been robbed of any money—not even Pascal, a multimillionaire and the obvious financial mark.

The real Amy Pascal had been targeted before. Pascal had built an illustrious career in Hollywood. Beginning as a secretary at a production company, she had risen to become the vice president for production at 20th Century Fox and ultimately the chair of Sony Pictures Entertainment. Along the way she had earned a reputation as a hitmaker, involved in some of the most successful movie rollouts of all time, including the 2012 Skyfall, the first James Bond movie to gross over $1 billion at the box office. After a decade at Sony, her reign came to an abrupt and humiliating end in 2014, when a previously unknown group from North Korea, calling itself the “Guardians of Peace,” hacked into Sony’s computers. The group released a trove of private data, including scores of embarrassing emails between Pascal and famous actors, like Angelina Jolie and Meryl Streep. In an instant, Pascal, whom Forbes had once ranked as the twenty-eighth most powerful woman in the world, was brought down hard, and she had been trying to rebuild her reputation since. Now she was in the crosshairs again, and needed to nip it in the bud quickly.

NICOLE HAD A PERFORMATIVE STREAK. Once she got going, she was not inclined to stop. Her high school classmates voted her “most dramatic,” and she was a runner-up for “Class Chatterbox.” Maybe it was the years of theater—six years in Annie in an off-Broadway production, nine shows a week, when for a while it seemed like she might make a career of it. Then there was the Model United Nations. And in college Speech and Debate, the art and science of linguistic persuasion. She spoke quickly, ideas flowing, connections hopscotching. She could build an argument or hurl an insult with equal measure. She was also practical, a doer with a mind for details and numbers, graphs and flowcharts, and cold logic that binds them.

She had always planned on studying communications at Emerson College after high school, but when the dot-com bubble burst and gutted her father’s investments she settled for Rutgers, the New Jersey state school, where she studied economics. In hindsight, she came to view it as the best decision she’d ever been forced to make. She immersed herself in the bustle of the Daily Targum, the country’s second-oldest collegiate newspaper, whose student journalists had produced award-winning coverage. She became the paper’s opinion editor and sat on the editorial board. An imaginary future spooled out before her in which she might one day become a war correspondent. In the end, the lure of home was too strong—and it seemed like newspapers were dying by the dozens. After graduating, she got a job in Manhattan probing securitizations and derivatives for a subsidiary of the Financial Times that offered a premium service for paying customers, and later for a bond-rating agency doing qualitative research. She fell in love with finance. But as much as she felt the lure of the city, she also knew that one day she would return to the suburbs of New Jersey, and settle there in her very own “oasis.”

Over drinks at the annual Christmas party one year, she started chatting with the K2 investigators, whose firm shared a bathroom on the same floor. This “journalism” job wasn’t really journalism and she was growing tired of it. K2 wasn’t journalism, either, but she was intrigued by what they were doing, and whether it might be an opportunity to put her investigative talents to good use for better pay. K2 hired her in 2015. Most of her work was focused on white-collar crime. Fraud. Identity theft. Even impersonation. By 2017, she and her husband, Anthony, a Manhattan litigator, had one small child and another was on the way. At thirty-three, she was providing for her family. This was her perfect life.

ONE OF THE MOST INFLUENTIAL women in Hollywood, Amy Pascal existed on the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum, yet here she was entrusting the fate of her public persona, and perhaps her private one as well, to an unknown investigator on the other side of the country. Maybe that was by design; the “town” was small. As she began her investigation, Nicole heard variations on the same basic story: “Amy Pascal” was calling industry professionals inquiring about their availability for work. The conversations had turned awkward and, in some cases, oddly flirtatious. She got her hands on a few short voice mail recordings but they added very little. Nicole needed something more to go on.

And then, one day in October 2017, Nicole’s office phone rang. A distraught father was on the other end. He told the investigator about his twenty-six-year-old son, Will, who was right now stranded in Jakarta, caught up in something gone horribly wrong involving Amy Pascal. “He thinks he’s working on this project,” the father, Fred Strathmann, said. “Something doesn’t seem right.”

WHILE WILL STRATHMANN HAD BEEN running around on his Indonesian goose chase, Fred and Francy Strathmann had made their own inquiries. Fred took a closer look at the websites and emails of his son’s supposed benefactor, Amy Pascal. He had found a number for Pascal’s office in LA and placed a call. He explained to an assistant that Will was working with Ms. Pascal on a project in Indonesia for which he hadn’t yet been paid. Almost immediately he was patched through to one of Pascal’s assistants, who delivered a series of revelations: Amy Pascal was not involved in any projects in Indonesia. And Fred Strathmann wasn’t the first person to call—though he was the first to identify the connection to Indonesia. Pascal’s identity had been compromised by some unknown criminal enterprise and the Los Angeles County district attorney had already opened a preliminary investigation. Pascal had hired a private investigator in New York. The assistant was sympathetic and said she would put Fred in touch with all of them.

It was 2 p.m. in Pennsylvania, where Will had grown up and where his parents still lived, when Fred began frantically calling and texting his son.

Will’s initial reaction to the revelation that he had been conned was denial: he accused his father of inventing a story of fraud and deception, in order to lure him home for some as-yet-unknown purpose. It simply made no sense, he pointed out. What on earth would compel someone to invent such a complex and elaborate scheme? The hours and hours of telephone conversations? The hotels in Indonesia that, in some cases, had been prepaid for him? The pages and pages of nondisclosure agreements, logistics packets, itineraries, and emails outlining every aspect of his three trips, down to the dour temperament of a shabbily clad Indonesian driver with horrible English. There was simply no way it could not be real. Suspended between fear and rage, alternating in those first few minutes from shock to incomprehension, he tried to explain these complexities to his father, who was unmoved. But as dawn approached, the strength of his father’s love and concern proved overpowering, and a crack appeared in the artifice. And as it did, fear settled in.

Will’s phone rang just minutes after he hung up with his father. The LA district attorney told him he needed to make his way to the U.S. embassy. Moments later his phone rang a third time. The woman on the other end of the line said her name was Nicole Kotsianas and she was an investigator from K2 Intelligence, a corporate security firm in New York City.

ON THE OTHER SIDE OF the world, Will sat alone on the hotel bed, his phone to his ear, wondering if he was being watched. He turned his ire on this supposed investigator, Nicole. He asked her: How could he be sure that she, in fact, wasn’t part of . . . whatever this was? Then his anger gave way to a wave of cascading fears. He wondered whether he would even be able to make it out of Jakarta safely. Nicole urged him to skip the visit to the U.S. embassy and get to the airport as quickly as he could. He took an Uber, leaving his hotel room just after two in the morning
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