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“The Big Con is an important alert for creatives in any field not to get caught by phony offers from scammers that prey upon their dreams to make it big and find fame and fortune.  Unfortunately, the ten victims featured in the book had worthy projects that might have been turned into films by legitimate producers had they not encountered the scammers.”

John Covert

Singer/Songwriter with 3000+ songs

Leader of the Crystal Image Band 

“It’s appalling that scammers dash the hopes and dreams of book and script writers, as well as take their money.  And some books and scripts have real potential. I’m also appalled as a publicist that the scammers use what real publicists do to promote a fake scheme. The Big Con provides an illuminating look at this scam.”

Jana Collins, CEO

Jones & O’Malley PR Agency

Los Angeles, CA

“There are so many internet scammers these days.  The Big Con does a great job of exposing some of them and featuring the victims of one of these scams.”

Gustavo Sandi

Insights Online Digital Architects

Oakland, California
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The Big Con is the kind of story that sounds like it should be a movie.  In fact, it will be a documentary that will be released in September 2022.  Also, a feature film The Big Scam will begin filming in January for release in January 2023.

The story begins when I got sucked into a scam by a company which lured in book authors hoping for a film deal. To appeal to them, the company used my writing and my reputation as a successful writer of books and films to get authors to invest more and more money into writing the materials needed to secure a big deal for a film made from their book, but in actuality, all was fake.  The scammers used the names of real companies and real executives to create a bogus pitch for big video meeting with top execs to sign the deal. But that meeting was repeatedly rescheduled or cancelled, when the victim stopped paying any more money. 

Meanwhile, oblivious to this devious scheme, I kept writing the kinds of materials a real company would want to see from a book author to pitch it as a film.  Making the scam even worse, the fraudsters charged exorbitant rates for my writing, marking it up three or four or even as much as seven times, such as charging $7000 for a 20-page script. Eventually, some victims lost as much as $20,000 to $40,000, before they ran out of money, became suspicions and dropped out, or were told their script wasn’t good enough after all.
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The entire convoluted scam usually started with a book to film review that I did assessing the potential for the book to become a film, though some victims opted to go straight to having a script, treatment, or logline/synopsis.  I had no idea that this devious crime was taking place until one victim, caught in a fight between a sales rep who left the company and the company’s sales manager, had trouble paying money, because four payment platforms turned her down.  As I later found out, these platforms wouldn’t accept her payments because they suspected the company was involved in fraudulent activity.  Eventually, she put the money directly in my bank, and I was supposed to pay most or all of this to the company.  But after she got vague and or no responses from the company to her questions about what was happening, she called me.  I soon realized that she was the victim of a scam, and I began to think that other clients for whom I wrote materials could have been victimized, too.

With this realization, I cut off all communication with the scam company, called other victims, and began an investigation.  I also alerted and shared my findings with PayPal, since the sales manager of the scam company had initiated three disputes to get back money that he had paid me, thinking he would get the money from the victim. Though I eventually won these disputes, I continued to share the results of my investigation about the scam from some of the victims I contacted. 

Additionally, several victims filed reports with law enforcement, including the FBI and international agencies, since the victims live all over the U.S. and one is Australia, while the company is based in the Philippines, though it claims to be in L.A. by using a UPS store address.  I have since discovered hundreds of companies perpetuating this and similar scams on thousands of writers resulting in millions of dollars of losses, and I have begun sharing the results of my investigation with law enforcement.

This book describes my twisty story as I got caught up in this books-to-film scam and launched an investigation to expose the scammers.  It includes the stories of ten victims and describes the many companies defrauding writers with various scams. It concludes by suggesting how to avoid becoming a scam victim.
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INTRODUCTION
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I thought I was simply helping authors get the materials they needed to more successfully pitch their books to become films to film producers and agents.  Initially, I worked with several companies that went to book festivals and trade shows to help authors make these connections.

Then, I became an unwitting participant in a big scam by writing all kinds of materials for a company promoting fake deals.  But I didn’t realize these deals were a scam until a mix-up about what I was writing led me to talk to one of the victims.  Suddenly, I became aware that I had been writing the copy that enabled the scamsters to tell writers they had a great book that would make a great film, and their company could help them realize their dream.  Without realizing I was contributing to this scam, I even told the scamsters what writers needed to provide film producers and agents for a book to film deal.  
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But the pitch was all a fraud. The scamsters had no real connections to Hollywood.  Instead, they used the names of real companies, such as New Line Cinema and RatPac, impersonated company executives, and sent out emails purportedly from these “executives” to make the victims think these major companies were interested in producing their film.  The catch was that all the emails and follow-up phone calls from the scam company sales reps or managers were designed to get the authors to pay more to have more written in order to submit it to secure a deal that never existed.

That’s where I came in.  The company hired me to do what I believed was legitimate work—writing loglines/synopses, treatments, scripts, show bibles, which are like book proposals, except for proposed film/TV series, and sometimes creating sizzle reels, which might be submitted to real producers and agents.  But in each case, the meetings with “film producers” and “agents” were all for show, and once each victim submitted everything and didn’t sign up for additional promotional packages—or stopped paying before the scam’s end game, he or she got the bad news that the script wasn’t acceptable after all.  So that was that.

Each scam began with my initial book to film review assessing the book’s potential to become a film or an episode in a film/TV series.  In many cases, I did feel there was a good film potential.  Sometimes I recommended ways to expand a story that was too short for a film or I suggested how to dramatize a book or cut down too many long speeches or too much interior thinking.  Then, by making these changes, the author might have a better chance of interesting a producer in their book.  Otherwise, a producer or agent might not see the development possibilities.  

For most clients, my review began a process that lasted for two to three months, while I wrote various material for the company that referred the client to me. Usually, I got the referral by email, though I sometimes spoke to the sales manager on the phone. Commonly, the sales rep or manager sent my biography to each client to provide the legitimacy to convince the client to participate in the scheme, since my profile described the more than 200 books I wrote and the 14 feature film projects I developed as a writer and executive producer. Sometimes the sales rep or manager told the prospective victims to check out my main websites, and in some cases, put potential victims on the phone with me. This way I could describe the review process in more detail and personally tell them about my credentials as a writer of published books and produced films. 

As a result of this vetting process, the validity of my work and sometimes my assurances led many victims to feel satisfied they were getting the real deal. So they were willing to go along with the scammers, who convinced them to pay more and more money for writing and other services which the supposed film producers and agents wanted to close the “deal.”
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Description automatically generated]I was appalled when I first discovered that my name and work were being used to perpetrate a scam.  I discovered this by chance when I spoke with one of the victims. Horrified by this reality, I began contacting other victims and learned the extent of the scam, in which several victims had lost as much as $20,000 to $40,000 to support their dream of seeing their book become a film, before the scam ended along with their dream. 

As I further investigated what happened to the victims, I discovered a growing network of fraudsters who were using various methods to lead authors to believe they could turn their books into films.  Then, once that trap was set, the scammers convinced the victims to pour in more and more money.

My discovery that revealed the scam began when a victim contacted me because she hadn’t heard back from the scammer.  Although the sales manager usually handled all client communication, the author had previously contacted me after a fight broke out between the company’s sales manager and a sales rep, who initially worked with her but left to start his own company, which may or may not be scamming victims, too.  As the sales rep prepared to leave, he advised me to work directly with the client, and her account was sent back and forth like a football, until the company’s sales manager took over the account.  He then told me to take any directions for work for the client from him, which I did.

To make a long, convoluted story short, the company wanted the author to deposit her payments directly into my bank account, because she had trouble paying through the payment platforms they had set up. Though she didn’t know this at the time, the problem was that multiple payment platforms suspected that the company was engaging in fraudulent activities.  So she paid her money to me, and then the scammer wanted me to pay the company all the money, including a portion the scammer had advanced, expecting the customer to pay. At one point I refunded one of her payments, since I wanted the company to pay me directly for any work. But after the client unsuccessfully tried four more ways to pay, the sales manager told her to again deposit the money into my PayPal account, which she did, thinking everything was fine, since I would be writing the material for her. But after she thought about her difficulty in using the different payment platforms, she wrote to me to say, “I’m confused by what’s going on.”

That’s when I called her and began to discover the extent of the scam.

I soon learned about the huge overcharges—marking up what I did two or more times, whereas a legitimate agent or manager takes about 15-25%.  Previously, when I had asked about the large amounts the client was depositing in my account and the large balances I returned to the company less charges for my work, the sales manager claimed the company was doing additional marketing work for the client.  

“What marketing work?” I asked the author.

That’s when she showed me the offer that she received from Catherine at New Line Cinema.  The deal promised her $80,000 for adapting her book and script, though now Catherine wanted to see a logline/synopsis, show bible, and first episode.  At first, I thought this seemed like a legitimate offer, since I knew New Line was a major company with Warner Brothers, though later, when I asked Alex, a co-producer I worked with on 16 films, about it, he told me “That offer sounds fishy.” I wasn’t sure, so I looked more closely at the deal, and soon the scheme unraveled.  I realized the email that the New Line executive sent the author had mistakes in wording, such as addressing her as “Dear Author” rather than by name and using words a native English speaker wouldn’t use. Additionally, I noticed discrepancies in what the sales manager asked me to write and what the client thought the New Line executive wanted.

Suddenly, I realized that New Line’s interest was all a fake engineered by the company. Immediately, I cut off any further contact with the company, and I began calling other authors for whom I had written scripts, loglines, show bibles, and other materials.  I asked them about their experience with the company, and I soon gained more and more information about the scope of the scam.  As one of the authors explained, “The company told me to send them more and more money for additional writing, which I needed for a big video conference with several execs from the production company.  Then, they planned to produce my film and offered a big advance.”

But this video conference never happened, because the scammers cancelled or postponed the meeting after milking the victims for as much as they could.  Eventually, I spoke to ten victims, who had lost up to $40,000 in the scam, and I found at least six other victims I did some work for, and there could be many more if the company worked with other writers.
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]Meanwhile, as I began investigating, the company filed three complaints with PayPal for the work I did for two clients, claiming the item was “not received” or was “not as described.”  But their dispute turned out to be a blessing in disguise, since it enabled me to not only respond to their claim but to advise PayPal about the company’s fraudulent actions using several PayPal accounts.

Thus, I began sending PayPal detailed accounts of what I discovered in the investigation, along with the names of many victims. At the same time, some victims started their own investigations into the company and their losses in the scam. Then, they sent me the results, which I added to the detailed reports about the investigation I sent to PayPal, so their back-office investigators could do their own investigation into the company and the emails it used.  Subsequently, PayPal decided all three claims in my favor and closed them. 

However, this was only the beginning of the investigation. Our investigation team took the information we continued to learn about the scammers and other companies scamming writers to the FBI and other law enforcement agencies, both nationally and internationally, since the victims come from many states, including Kansas, Florida, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Texas, North Carolina, and California, and one is from Australia.  Moreover, while the company claims to be in L.A., it is based in the Philippines, as are many of the other companies scamming writers.

Subsequently, this investigation not only led to this book but to a documentary and a feature to be produced with the production team I have worked with on other films.  The documentary will be filmed in September and released in the fall of 2022, since it takes about a year for editing, obtaining a distributor, for the distributor to arrange for distribution through various retail channels, and then for these retailers to arrange for the sale and promotion of the film.  

Half of the proceeds will be used to compensate the victims in the scam. In addition, a GoFundMe campaign to raise funds for the victims was launched June 2021 and will be relaunched with the publication of this book and again with the release of the film next year.  The traditional and social media will also be informed about the latest developments in the investigation.

An irony of the scam is that many victims have books that can be developed into films by legitimate companies.

The Big Con begins with my discovery of the scam and the investigation.  Then, it profiles the victims and how the scam affected them.  The final section describes the many companies who are scamming writers and self-publishers with different types of scams, and it concludes with a chapter on how to avoid a scam should a company try to scam you.
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PART I: HOW IT ALL STARTED
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CHAPTER 1: FROM FESTIVALS TO FILMS
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Description automatically generated]The “Big Con” started innocently enough with book festivals back in 2018.  I wrote a couple of books for a client on the criminal justice system and the prisons, and I suggested participating in book festivals to promote his book to consumers and the media. A small publisher had published his first book, and now he decided to launch his next two books through his own publishing company, so entering these festivals seemed like a perfect strategy to gain popular interest.  Back then, before COVID shut them down, these festivals had sprung up in major cities around the U.S., such as in L.A., Miami, New York, and Chicago, and a number of companies began offering writers and indie publishers an opportunity to show off their books by sharing the cost of an exhibit with other publishers.  They wouldn’t need to purchase their own booth.

Accordingly, I made the arrangements for my client to showcase his books with one of these companies, BookTree​[*], based in Chicago.  I wrote some copy about his books for their festival catalog, and he sent several samples of his books for display in their L,A. show.

So far, so good. Then, a few months after the show, one of BookTree’s sales reps, Charlie Sweeney*called me and asked, “Can you do a book to film review?” As he explained, “One of our authors at the festival asked about the film potential of his book, and I thought you might write the review, since you produced a half-dozen feature films and a TV/film series”

“Sure, I can do that,” I said.

Thus began a new source of writing—assessing a book’s potential to become a film and what an author needed to pitch it successfully to a producer or agent. 

Initially, I thought the assessments were a great opportunity, since I would be writing a script synopsis, careful review, and a rating for its production value, much like many film industry pros write coverage for screenplays.  Thus, I thought what I was doing was perfectly legitimate, especially since I also offered suggestions on how the book could be further developed to become a film, such as by adding more dialogue if there wasn’t enough and using cutaways to make a character’s thoughts more visual.  

However, these book to film reviews became the foundation on which the con artists created the scam, which began at the end of 2018, when the company sales manager asked me, “Can you write treatments and scripts for clients?”

––––––––
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So I started writing these, along with more book-to-film reviews for a dozen of Charlie’s clients over the next nine months, until January 2019, when Charlie called to tell me some news and said to keep it confidential.  “I’ll be leaving BookTree in a few weeks, but no one knows yet. So don’t say anything to anyone in the company.”

“No, I won’t,” I assured him.

“Then, I can tell you this,” he added. “I’m leaving to create my own company. I think BookTree has been making too much money from its clients, and I feel they should be charged a lesser, fairer amount.”  

At least that’s the reason Charlie gave for leaving, and I believed him at the time.  I didn’t think to be suspicious of anything he told me, since I was not a part of the financial arrangements of the companies that referred writing clients to me.  Rather, I charged each company for what I wrote based my usual hourly rate. Then, the company charged the client for my work as an independent subcontractor, using whatever markup they wanted, although a typical markup for an agent or manager is about 15-25%.  As a result, I had no way to know if the company hiring me was charging too much or not, so if customers weren’t complaining—or I didn’t know if they were, I felt everything was fine.  Thus, oblivious to any problems, I continued to write occasional reviews and other materials for BookTree. Plus, I did some mailings for clients to pitch film rights for their books to film producers.

Then, Charlie left BookTree in a very messy departure.  One of BookTree’s reps told me that Charlie had left, and the company was preparing to file criminal charges against him.  Why? The BookTree reps didn’t tell me, though I imagined that maybe he took some client records or there was dispute about money.  

Whatever the reason, a few months later, the company dropped any criminal charges, perhaps because Charlie was hard to find, or maybe it would be hard to prove a white-collar crimes case.  When I asked what happened, the new BookTree sales director simply said, “We thought it best to drop the case, since Charlie is no longer in the area.”

However, believing there are two sides of a story, I put aside their claims when Charlie called a few months later in the summer of 2019 to say he had opened his own company and now “I’d like you to work for me, too.”

Since any charges against him had been dropped, I figured he hadn’t really done anything wrong. Thus, when he asked me to write film reviews, treatments, and scripts, and send out queries for clients, I said “Sure. And I’ll be an independent contractor, like with BookTree.”

Thus, I worked on a few projects for Charlie’s new company which he called Just Think It*, though, in early 2020, the company changed its name to Quick Actions Books^ and a new sales manager Mike Sanders* became the head of operations, though he told me the company had another boss or partner.  

“Is it Charlie?” I asked.

But Mike didn’t want to talk about Charlie, telling me: “You’ll be dealing with me from now on.”

For a while, I wondered what happened to Charlie—had he left the company? Was he ill, dead, or something else? But I didn’t want to press Mike, though looking back, perhaps I should have been suspicious about Charlie’s mysterious disappearance and Mike suddenly taking over without explaining what happened.

[image: Map

Description automatically generated]Another red flag I ignored was the payment arrangements Charlie set up for Quick Actions Books, when he initially emailed me: “I had trouble setting up payment arrangements as a new company. Can you accept PayPal payments for me and send the balance to my account in the Philippines for now?”

I said I could, since I knew that some pay platforms have a $500 a day limit before the customer verifies an account by making and confirming a couple of deposits in a bank, and some   place a temporary hold on funds to avoid scams. 

At first the amounts the clients deposited were small, such as $650 for a book to film review, out of which I sent back around $300 after deducting my $300 fee, plus 5% for PayPal’s charges and a fee to convert dollars into Philippine pesos.  But soon the amounts I received and sent began rising, as I began writing other materials, after Mike or a new sales rep, Jerrold Williams,* asked me, “What do authors need to successfully pitch their book to producers and agents?” and I told them, “They might need a script, logline/synopsis, show bible for a series, and possibly a sizzle reel to make their pitch stand out.”  

At the time, I didn’t think Jerrold’s question or writing these materials for them was suspicious, since producers and agents would really ask to see such materials, if they were considering adapting a book into a film.  I also didn’t find anything suspicious about writing a book-to-film review with my honest opinion about the book’s film potential and my suggestions about what the author could do to gain producer and agent interest. Moreover, allaying any suspicions, I thought many books had the potential to make good films, though many needed to be expanded with additional scenes to make a stand-alone film or an episode in a series. 

Thus, trusting in the legitimacy of the process, I made my recommendations accordingly, although a few times, Mike or Jerrold asked me, “Can you emphasize the book’s potential to be a good film a little more.” Then, I sometimes changed a sentence or two to emphasize how the book might be developed to become a good film to help the author feel better about the book.  But at the time I had no idea that I was helping to enable the scam, though in retrospect, I can see how their request for a few changes to make a more positive review was a way to get the author to order more written materials to successfully pitch the book.  

Then, as the amount of work and my payment from authors on PayPal increased to several thousand dollars, Mike and Jerrold asked me to send more and more money to one of their emails.

“We’re still having trouble setting up our account,” Mike said.

Though I agreed to continue to help, soon I began to wonder, “Why is the amount of money I’m sending back so much more than what I’m making for writing?” 

When I asked Mike and Jerrold about this, they reassured me, “We have additional marketing and promotional services for the client.”

But these so-called “marketing efforts” were a way to overcharge the client not only for my work but for promotional activities which Quick Actions falsely claimed they were doing to secure deal for the author.

Unfortunately, my efforts to be accommodating turned into a tax nightmare, as I discovered when I had to figure out my taxes, since what I received was very different from what I netted.  As my tax accountant explained: “You could potentially be taxed at a higher rate, because your gross income is much higher than you actually received after sending the balance to the Philippines.  The usual way of figuring taxes is to list what you received as income. Then, you can deduct the amount you paid to the client.”

That calculation meant I was technically making many thousands more than I actually earned, though I hadn’t benefitted from that additional income. So my tax accountant agreed on a one-year fix.  “For this year can just report the net, since you sent back the balance to the Philippines almost immediately. But be careful,” he cautioned me. “If the amount you are sending back is especially high, that could look like money laundering, and that’s a federal crime.”

“Okay, I won’t send back such a large amount anymore,” I told my accountant.

And soon after that, Quick Actions Books fixed their payment platform so they could get payments directly from their clients. So again, it seemed like all was well, as I did more and more work for Quick Actions’ clients.  I even spoke with some clients on three-way hook-ups or private conversations about what I was doing in writing up their materials and making recommendations. But I never discussed any financial arrangements with the clients, as Mike and Jerrold requested.
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“I promise I won’t talk about money,” I said. “If the clients ask about the charges or want me to write anything, I’ll refer them back to you to make the arrangements.”  

At the time, that request seemed reasonable, since I was an independent subcontractor, and the author was Quick Actions’ client. But as I later learned, some of my conversations with authors helped to reassure them that the company was legit.  After all, the prospects could look up my websites to see descriptions of the many books I had written and all the films I had written and produced.  And for more convincing, they could search for my name on Amazon or Google. I even believed I was helping the authors get the materials they needed for their pitch, since Mike and Jerrold assured me: “We now have our own ins with companies in the industry.”

Likewise, I thought it was fine when I did a mailing for one of their clients to producers and agents pitching film rights or created a sizzle reel to help a client’s query stand out.  After all, I had been doing these mailings through my company Publishers Agents Films for over 17 years, and the authors commonly got about 5 to 10 responses asking for more information. But, as I later discovered, after September 2020, Quick Actions only claimed to send out these mailings, because they used a report from a previous client and changed the order number. Then, posing as a real film production company, Quick Actions sent the client an offer to produce their film, so the client thought the response was due to the mailing.  Thus, even the legitimate mailings and reports I did for previous clients got co-opted into the company’s scam.

Meanwhile, several other companies sprung up doing book-to-film reviews and asked me to write the same kinds of materials for their clients.  And ironically, this extra business helped me finance several documentaries my company was co-producing.  Then, this growing number of produced films provided even more credibility for my writing for clients, which helped the scam company lure in even more victims.

[image: image]While some of the new companies were spin-offs from the BookTree company I first worked for, others were spin-offs from Quick Actions Books, or they might be the same company with other names. It was a little like cell division. For example, after another sales rep Len Daniels* left BookTree, and established Moose Publications* in Canada, another sales rep, Sam Lawrence* left Moose Publications to start another Canadian company he called Smart Publications*.  

But the most significant split happened when Jerrold left Quick Actions in a nasty split with Mike and founded Good Tidings Publishing*, with a partner from the Philippines, though he used a downtown Manhattan address in New York City and claimed to live in upstate New York.  This split caused chaos, in a fight reminiscent of a battle between titans in the movies, as the two battled over who would take charge of the account of one customer, like she was a piece of territory to be conquered. But it wasn’t clear if Jerrold was part of or knew about the scam, when he recruited clients for Quick Actions, or if he knew and continued the scam in his new company.  
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Description automatically generated]In any case, this network of book-to-film companies grew out of BookTree like a series of interconnected spider-webs, and some spiders were poisonous, spreading their venom, as they searched for more and more flies to trap into their schemes.  And later I discovered many other companies pitching these book-to-film development deals.

Why did so many companies spring up targeting writers and self-publishers with book to film pitches and other services?  Perhaps they emerged, because so many authors and self-publishers dream of seeing their books as a film. Today, these companies are scattered around the country and internationally, and three or four new companies call me each week offering to publish, market, and promote one of my older books. But now instead of hanging up, I have started to get more information and maybe investigate them, too.

So how does this big con work and why has it been so effective in getting victims to fall for the scam? That’s what I’ll discuss in the next chapters, followed by the stories of the ten victims I have contacted so far. Then, I’ll describe how many different companies are scamming writers and self-publishers and how to avoid becoming a scam victim yourself.
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CHAPTER 2: DISCOVERING THE SCAM
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Before I discovered the big con, I just thought I had found a new type of writing income based on helping authors obtain the materials they needed for a better chance of getting their work considered by film producers and agents.  While I knew this was a very competitive industry with no guarantee their book would become a film, as I told the clients, I felt I was increasing their odds by writing these materials, especially since the companies I worked with claimed to have marketing connections. Additionally, I thought many of the books I reviewed had break-through potential, and if a book lacked the elements that could make a good film, I could fix that, such as by adding dialogue and plot twists or reducing too much interior reflection.  

Then, I discovered that my efforts were all in service of a scam in which there were no presentations to real companies. Rather, there was only the illusion of a presentation to major production studios so that writers would think they had real offers and then pay the scammers for more writing or “marketing” assistance.  This discovery came after I spoke with one of the victims, Brenda Heller, because she sent me an email indicating she was confused about what was going on.  And that happened because...well, let me explain.
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The Battle for Control
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The unraveling of the scam began with a battle between Mike, the sales manager, and Jerrold, the sales rep, over Brenda’s account.  The roots of this battle began in January 2021, when Jerrold left to start his own company, though he swore me to secrecy, reminiscent of the messy departure of Charlie from BookTree in 2018.  

“I’m going to leave in a few weeks,” he told me. “But you can’t let Mike know.”

“I won’t,” I assured him, and shortly after that, on February 1, I wrote a review for Brenda’s book TimeWorm and suggested it had excellent potential as a series.  As I wrote in part, with a more complete review in the endnotes: 


TimeWorm has excellent potential as an adventure story that would appeal especially to a young adult audience in the spirit of films like The Hunger Games and The Lord of the Rings....  

Basically, it’s a time travel book in which Theo, who has a robot dog, is helping his father who has developed a time travel machine...His father Dr. Marshall is especially interested in traveling to the future, but his assistant Brack secretly plans to go back to the past.  As a result, while Theo is helping his father set up the machine for its first test, Brack blows up the lab and wants to go back to 1933 in order to change the present...

The book is well-written and very descriptive of the setting and what Theo is observing, thinking, and feeling...There is a strong interesting plot that has a series of twists and turns, such as the sudden emergence of Brack as an evil archenemy who wants to go back in time in order to change the present and future.  

Thus, the book would make a good stand-alone film or depending on its length when it is turned into a script, it might be an episode in a three-part series... ​[1]





I then commented on some ways to make the book more saleable, most notably creating a treatment, writing a script for an episode, and creating a show bible, since the book lent itself to a series due to the complexity of the story.  I additionally suggested creating a sizzle reel that might help a pitch stand out, given the many hundreds or thousands of submissions that producers and agents get each year.​[2]  In conclusion, I commented:


In sum, I think the book does have strong potential as either a stand-alone feature in a trilogy or in an episode in a TV or film series.





It was a typical book to film review based on assessing the book’s potential to be turned into a film and how the author might increase its chances of being made.  The author could do any of these things him or herself or the company could hire me as an independent contractor to do additional writing. Since the client’s relationship was with the company, I didn’t speak to any clients unless the company requested this, and in this case, some clients called me directly or the sales rep set up a three-way call. Then, I usually spoke about the process of turning a book into a film and the purpose of the book-to-film review.  Either way, I agreed not to talk about financial arrangements, and if the author asked about the costs of any services, I would say “Speak to the sales rep about this.”

So everything seemed to be perfectly normal after I wrote Brenda’s TimeWorm review, though Jerrold had confided in me that he would soon leave the company. Then, Brenda sent me a letter about her suspicions about him.

“Jerrold called me twice to send money for a review of my book. But when I checked the Better Business Bureau, it had no information on his business.  And I found that his website was just created, and his business address is a multi-housing unit in New York. Also, his web address is less than a year old and is out of Panama. So I don’t want to pay him directly. Can I put the money in your account?”  

Reluctantly, Jerrold agreed to her payment request.  “Okay, if that’s what she wants. Then send the balance to us.”

So I told Brenda that arrangement would be fine, and after I confirmed the $650 payment, I sent my review to Jerrold to forward to her.  I also sent a copy to Brenda to be sure she got it before the upcoming weekend.

Once she received it, Brenda wanted to know, “Is there a reason we need to work through Jerrold Williams?”

As a result, when Brenda wrote on February 4 about her suspicions about Jerrold, I brushed them off and didn’t treat them as a warning sign, since I still had no idea about the scam. Instead, I told Brenda, “We have to work with Jerrold, since you were referred through Quick Actions Books. So his company is my client.  “But,” I reassured her,” I can always talk to you on the phone about your project.”
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Then, on February 16, Jerrold advised me that he had left Quick Actions, so I could work with Brenda directly.  But after I sent her my costs for writing a script, show bible, and sizzle reel, Brenda said she had to stop the venture because of the high cost for the project.  

“Jerrold told me it’ll cost about $15,000 for each book, nearly $50,000 for the three books in a trilogy.”

“But it’ll cost much less,” I told her. “You can simply do a query letter and mailing to pitch the film rights to your book, since you already have a logline and synopsis. Then, if you get interest from a mailing, you can send an interested producer or agent the whole book.”

Soon after that, Brenda called me, and I offered to do the mailing for $450, instead of the $600 Jerrold had quoted her. Also, I reassured her: 


Since Jerrold left the company, he told me to work with you directly...And there’s no commission to Quick Actions Books, like he once told you, since the email goes out under your personal email. So those interested will contact you directly, and you get a report of the names and companies who got your query. Also, you don’t need to do a pitch for each book. You just need a script for the first one to sell the whole project through a show bible. 





So far, so good, or so I thought, after Brenda put the $450 in my bank. I drafted a letter, and PublishersAgentsFilms sent it out and sent her a report of the recipients. 

But then Jerrold’s departure from the company led to a big dispute over who was going to handle Brenda’s account. The angry emails and phone calls went back and forth between Jerrold and Mike, until Jerrold agreed that Mike would take over her account, as Jerrold explained on February 25 in a somewhat confusing email, with a copy to me: “This is from the time the total adaptation value of your material is considered. It will be taken against the net profit you will be signing for the film production company.  My associate Mike can help you understand how the process works.” 

No wonder Brenda was upset when she wrote to me: “I thought I am finished with Jerrold Williams.”

Though I assured her, “You are,” the big con began a few weeks after Brenda wrote me on March 22: “Did your company ‘finish’ with me? I’ve heard nothing for several weeks after the mailing from your company.”
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“No,” I explained. “The responses from interested producers and agents come directly to you.”  

A few weeks later after Mike took over Brenda’s account, these responses turned out to be at the heart of the scam, when she got a very enthusiastic response from “Catherine,” supposedly the top executive at New Line Cinema Productions. As I later learned, neither she nor the company was listed in my report to Brenda nor in my database, since New Line didn’t accept unsolicited submissions. But at the time, Brenda thought it was a great offer in which New Line was proposing to give her $80,000 for the right to adapt her book into a film. At the time, I didn’t know about this offer, since once Mike took over her account, I was supposed to work with him and stop communicating with Brenda.  

Then, on April 5,everything blew up again, when Mike saw an opportunity to get more money from Brenda. To do so, he asked me what projects I had done for Jerrold and for how much. Suddenly, like a football, Brenda’s account was in play between these two teams, with Mike determined to take every advantage he could to win.
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The Play for More Money
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Mike now probed for information about how much Brenda had paid when she worked with Jerrold.  He sent a flurry of emails to find out:


Brenda emailed me that she panicked when Jerrold Williams tried a push for $$$ and then you out Jerrold Williams and delt [sic] directly with the client knowing it coming from Quick Actions...

Can you give me the email address Jerrold Williams used to pay the services you provided?,,,

And where did you send the funds to after collecting? I need this for documentation purposes...



...and the email address? I am gathering Information

as per advice by my Atty.”

In response, I printed out the PayPal’s payment notification and urged her to “Please work this out with Jerrold Williams.”  Unfortunately, though, I added, “The balance was applied to a second project I did for Brenda Heller.”

Mike went ballistic, as if I had thrown a match to simmering embers.

“Second project?” Mike shot back.

“Please ask James,” I replied. “I believe there was a book to film review and then a logline and synopsis. Her payment to the bank covered both.”

Angrily, Mike wrote back:


I feel like I am being disrespected.  I believe Charlie (referring to the sales rep once worked for BookTree) has forwarded me some clients who left BookTree, but they haven’t moved forward...And you let it happen!





I didn’t understand the reference, though in hindsight, I should have considered this another red flag, since Mike’s boss or partner Charlie had left BookTree under mysterious circumstances, leading to possible criminal charges that weren’t pursued.  Yet, at the time, I ignored the confusing details and just tried to smooth over Mike’s hurt feelings.  So I called him, though we usually communicated by email and told him, “No one’s trying to disrespect you. I’m just confused about what’s going on, and I’ll do whatever you or Jerrold decide to do.”

Mike finally calmed down, and shortly after that, I emailed Jerrold to clarify who I was doing what for.  

But Mike was angry again, since I had sent Brenda my fees when I thought I was working with her directly.    

“Brenda knows your fees?” Mike wrote on April 6.

Again, I had to calm Mike down, explaining that Brenda asked me to send the cost for different services after Jerrold told me to work with her directly. But since Mike was now handling her account, I reassured him that “I will refer her to you.”

“Okay, thanks,” Mike replied, and about 20 minutes later he wrote, “Gini, can you tell Brenda if she contacts you, she needs to connect with me first and not jump to you directly.”

That’s when the scam on Brenda was put in play, though I didn’t know it at the time.  It began the following morning, when Mike advised me that “Brenda might move forward with the Treatment, FYI,” and a couple of hours later he wrote, “Did the client contact you?” 

“No,” I replied, though I wondered about her sudden desire to do a treatment, when she previously only wanted to spend a few hundred for a mailing the month before.  What I didn’t know then was that Brenda was willing to spend more, since she had just received the $80,000 offer from Catherine at New Line Cinema asking for more material showing how her book could be turned into a film.  So Mike wanted to make sure that I hadn’t spoken to Brenda about this offer, presumably to avoid my raising any questions about it.

However, after I assured Mike that I wasn’t in touch with Brenda anymore, there was some confusion about what Brenda was paying to who and for what.  The exchanges back and forth reminded me of the old Abbott and Costello comedy routine about “Who’s on First...No, Who’s Third.”  Those exchanges led to even more upheavals.  

First Mike wanted to know as soon as I received the payment in my PayPal account, though I wasn’t sure whether it was for writing a script or a treatment. Then, after Mike settled on paying $500 for a 5 to 6-page treatment, rather than the usual 10 to 12-page treatment, it turned out that I had already written a treatment for Brenda when she was Jerrold’s client.  Even so, Mike was determined that I should write a treatment for something. Otherwise, he feared that Brenda might ask for a refund.  As he wrote in an April 10 email:


Can we possibly provide something that would look like new that breaks into two sections?... I need to produce a new service as I wasn’t aware that she has already a treatment or else it be refunded so please help get her something that is within the treatment. If we break the treatment into sections how many pages and how does it would look like [sic]?





Instead, I recommended applying her payment to writing the beginning of a script, telling Mike, “That’s what she needs to present to an interested producer or agent, whereas a treatment is usually a working document like an outline to provide a guide for writing the script.” 

Yet Mike was adamant when he shot back: “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure we get started with the script after we get this done. Help me first with this one.”

I said I would, but before I began writing, there was another crisis—this time because I had shown Brenda my price list, so Mike couldn’t mark up my prices. Soon though, he came up with a strategy to counter that—saying this was an old price list, so he could mark it up after all.  As he wrote in another series of angry emails the evening of April 11:


Did you provide a price sheet of your services to BRENDA??!!...Suddenly she was able to show me a price sheet that prevents us from marketing up. This is pain in the HEAD!..

Jerrold doesn’t have any rights to proactively endorse a client. Yes, continue the revision of the treatment. The script will be the next thing. I told her it was the outdated price list.  I won’t be getting anything for me if she pushes to get your fee. Tsk.





So that crisis seemed to be handled.  Then, the next crisis erupted over how to get Brenda to pay, since Mike experienced more payment problems.
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The Pay to Play Dilemma
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Though I didn’t know it at the time, Brenda couldn’t use the PayPal emails or payment platforms that Mike told her to use because they were investigating Quick Actions for fraudulent activity. 

I got caught up in the payment problem when Mike asked me: “May I ask if it’s possible for you to process Brenda’s payment? There’s an error processing the payment on her end.”

At first, I tried to avoid doing any processing, but Mike claimed the PayPal problem is “all Jerrold’s fault, because of a chargeback from one of his clients,” and he reassured me not to worry, because “the client will send you her written consent to pay the money to you.”  

Thus, I reluctantly I agreed, and shortly after that Brenda sent her approval, saying, “I approve Changemakers as the receiver of the $7000 transaction.” 

About an hour later, the money appeared in my PayPal account.  But that was only the beginning of another big problem, since Mike wanted me to send almost all the funds to an associate’s account in the Philippines, even though I previously told him that I could not send such large sums to another party. 

`’It would appear like money laundering,” I explained again, “So the most I can send back to you is 30% of what I receive and no more than $1000 a day.”

But Mike ignored what I said. Instead, he claimed, “It’s not money laundering if all the money remains on PayPal’s platform, so you don’t need to worry about the FBI or IRS.  So deduct the $1200 for writing a 20-page script and PayPal’s fees.”  In other words, Mike expected me to send about $5600, about 80% of what I received from Brenda to the email in the Philippines.  Also, he asked me to “Send it using PayPal’s free ‘friends and family’ option.”

Needless to say, Mike’s request ignored my concerns about sending such huge amounts of money to the Philippines, leading to a period of negotiation by email about how much work I would do and how much money I would send to him.  Looking back, his insistence on my sending most of what I received to the Philippines might have been my cue to jump ship. But I kept trying to find a compromise that would work for Mike, Brenda, and myself.  I even suggested that I could write a complete script based on the treatment I had already written, since this is what Brenda needed, not just the 20 pages that Mike was proposing I write, as I explained in my next two emails:


I can’t send such a large amount from what you sent because of the money laundering problem. Besides the government becoming suspicious, my PayPal account could be shut down...

And if Brenda thinks she has been overcharged and cheated, she could file a dispute with PayPal and seek a refund.”



But Mike quickly assured me that “Everything will be fine if you get the material to Brenda in time, though you can return her money if you don’t feel comfortable with the process.” His reassurance was enough to convince me to go forward, since he was like a good salesman knowing how to convince a prospect to stay in the game, as he wrote:
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