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Epigraph

A girl should be two things: who and what she wants.

—Coco Chanel
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Introduction

Girl World

Seven girls, all sixth-through-eighth graders, nestled in a snug pile in the corner of a sectional sofa, like stuffed animals heaped on a teen’s bed. They were in perfect slumber party formation after scarfing down a pizza dinner in the kitchen (no food allowed in the living room). They were filled up with plenty of carbs and cheese and ready to watch the classic high school movie Mean Girls, the story of a sixteen-year-old girl who moves from being homeschooled in Africa to a public high school in the Chicago suburbs. There she must grapple with the nefarious social forces involved in hanging with the ruling clique known as the Plastics. This tableau could have taken place in any number of American living rooms since the film’s release in 2004. The only hint that it had been nearly twenty years since the movie’s release came when the mom in charge, Kristin Misik, scolded, “Don’t watch TikTok.”

The girls had gathered to watch the movie at Misik’s house in New Paltz, a town in New York’s Hudson Valley, on a Friday night in fall 2022. Two of them, Lakely and Jojo, were Misik’s own daughters. They had invited their friends Lucy, Layla, Aurelia, another Lucy, and Violet. They were uniformly dressed in pajamas and chunky sweaters, then wrapped cozily in blankets. Braids and braces abounded. “Who am I laying on?” one of them called. There was no real answer to that.

As they watched the film, phones (mostly) down, TikTok off, the big moments became clear. When a Mathlete named Kevin G. delivered an audacious rap at a school talent show, they roared in laughter, presumably in response to his overwhelming confidence and not to his dated lyrical references to James Bond and Shaggy. They loved when an unnamed girl gave a tearful, over-the-top speech at an anti-bullying assembly: “I just wish we could all get along like we used to in middle school. I wish that I could bake a cake made out of rainbows and smiles and we’d all eat it and be happy . . .” They really cracked up when, in response to her speech, the character named Damian, a boy undercover at the girls’ assembly in a hoodie and sunglasses, yelled from the back of the crowd, “She doesn’t even go here!”

One of the sleepover girls, eleven-year-old Aurelia, chanted along with a wordy and complicated line in which school Queen Bee Regina George spews the ultimate insult at new girl Cady Heron: “Do you know what everyone says about you? They say that you’re a homeschooled jungle freak who’s a less hot version of me.”

When, seconds later, a bus came out of nowhere and creamed Regina in perhaps the movie’s most memorable image, Aurelia freaked out. “Is that a dream or real?” she asked in amazement.

Turns out she was the only one present who’d never seen the movie. So how did she know the “jungle freak” line so well? TikTok. She knew most of the movie’s famous lines, and even a few of the less famous ones: “You wanna do something fun? You wanna go to Taco Bell?” and “That is the ugliest effing skirt I’ve ever seen.”

As they discussed the movie afterward, they named each of the Plastics at one point or another as their favorite character but expressed enthusiasm for outcasts Damian and Janis as well. Damian’s singing scene, in which he warbles Christina Aguilera’s “Beautiful” at the talent show, was a hit. I asked what they thought about Aaron, the heartthrob whom Regina and Cady fight over. “Who’s Aaron?” one asked. The rest shrugged. To them, boys weren’t the issue here.

What felt most real to them, they said, were “the friendships and the drama and the talking behind each other’s backs.” And the “Burn Book,” Regina’s scrapbook full of insults, each one carefully crafted to pierce her classmates’ worst insecurities. Misik jumped on this one: “That feels real to you? Who has a burn book?” No one did, they replied, but one girl said, “I want to make one.” After some adult scolding, a correction: “Not put the bad stuff, I just want to pick, like, nice things.”

I wanted to know: did they imagine this was what high school would be like when they got there in a year or three, all cliques and bullying and one-liners, cute boys and sexy Halloween costumes, shiny hair and 2000s miniskirts? “My sister goes to high school,” one girl reported. “She says it’s really boring. Not everyone is, like, hot.” There are, another added, no people making out, and no people in tight skirts.

Most important, though, they got the highlights of the movie’s messages: Talking behind friends’ backs is wrong. Burn books are only okay when there are no burns. And when Cady pretends not to be good at math just to get Aaron’s attention? “That was stupid. I wouldn’t risk my grade.” Despite the movie’s anachronisms—the kids have no social media and few cell phones, with landlines and photocopies playing prominent roles in the plot—modern girls seem to appreciate its validating messages more than ever. By reflecting the minefield that adolescent female friendship can be, and the challenges of finding a way to fit in without victimizing others in the process, Mean Girls has transcended generations at a time when generational warfare burns hotter than ever. Being a teenager doesn’t seem to get any easier—and thus Mean Girls has become a timeless classic in the twenty years since its release.

* * *

A generation earlier, an emerging actress in Merrick, Long Island, named Lindsay Lohan faced her own struggles with fitting in and bullying. She wanted to be a “floater” in high school, the kind of girl who gets along with everyone, who doesn’t pick a clique. She didn’t realize famous girls don’t float. She had already been in two surprise box office hits, one big and the other even bigger, The Parent Trap and Freaky Friday. This wasn’t regional-commercial-level fame or Broadway-chorus fame. This was national, serious fame; her grosses that year put her in the same league as the likes of Robin Williams, Winona Ryder, Nicolas Cage, and Anne Hathaway.

She played tennis, basketball, and soccer, and was even a cheerleader for a short time at Calhoun High School, where she went for tenth and part of eleventh grade. She wanted to glide like a hummingbird, brushing her wings against this and that, flitting from group to group, pleasing all she touched, delighting everyone who saw her, the way she did in her movies.

But she couldn’t blend in. She had long, thick, red hair, even without Hollywood hairstylists tending to it. Her skin was perfect, creamy, dotted with freckles. Her face was one you just wanted to look at. She took up space with her presence and attitude; you knew when she’d entered a room. She was a golden pheasant, a rare, brightly colored bird impossible to miss.

Her threatened classmates tried to dim her glow with an age-old tactic: bullying. As she walked the halls of Calhoun, they taunted her about her dad doing jail time for tax fraud. Perhaps more tellingly, they tortured her over her burgeoning acting career, particularly when she’d leave school for a few months to shoot a film, like Freaky Friday or Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen. They would yell at her in the hallways and even trip her. “Stuck up,” they called her.

Even worse, in her case, was when newspapers like the New York Post would air the teens’ gripes for a much wider audience as Lohan’s star rose. “Just because she’s famous,” one classmate told the paper, “nobody likes her now.”

That’s exactly why Lindsay, at seventeen, took the role of Cady. She related to the character. Mean Girls’ surprise success would catapult Lindsay to a new level of stardom. She would, in a reverse Cady, opt out of the rest of her time at Calhoun High in favor of homeschooling. And her new bullies would become the vicious national chorus of 2000s-era tabloids and paparazzi.

* * *

Another generation before Lindsay Lohan, a young woman named Elizabeth Stamatina Fey dealt with the same middle and high school problems, but in a very different fashion: she deployed her sharp wit against anyone who got in her way.

Growing up in suburban Pennsylvania, Fey “was always the funniest person in the room,” according to her childhood friend Damian Holbrook. Her parents, a paramedic/grant writer/mystery novelist father and a homemaker mother, loved comedy and raised her and her older brother, Peter, on it. Nights were filled with Mary Tyler Moore, Bob Newhart, and Norman Lear. They also watched Saturday Night Live, SCTV, and Monty Python. Everyone in her family joked. She’d push boundaries, seeing how “smart-mouthed” she could get before landing in trouble. “Very early on,” Fey said, “I was trying to figure out how to walk that line, how to be funny without necessarily being offensive.” When she got to do an independent study because she’d finished the class material quicker than other students, she chose comedy as her subject matter, focusing on a book called Joe Franklin’s Encyclopedia of Comedians. The other girl doing the same chose communism.

An eighth-grade teacher encouraged Tina, the name she decided to go by, to be a writer, and it seemed obvious early on that Fey would combine her sharp humor with her writing abilities. “I think somewhere around middle school I decided I wanted to be funny,” she said. She would make this her thing, she thought, “because being the foxy girl was not happening.” Luckily, she learned she actually was funny, and this could serve as her compass through high school.

She discovered she had a knack for coming up with “the meanest possible thing to say in any situation,” she explained. “I ate weaker girls for breakfast. I could sniff out who would take my insults and not fight back.” This became her survival tactic in the social hierarchy of her public high school; she hoped to instill fear in others with her meanness. As at most high schools, there were girls who were “famous,” like the Plastics in Mean Girls. Everyone paid attention to the clothes they wore, the parties they went to, and the boys they dated. Teenage Fey didn’t understand why. They weren’t the prettiest girls, nor the richest. She was trying her hardest at school and in all of her activities—newspaper, drama club, tennis. But she wasn’t rewarded for it. She didn’t get dates or invitations to cool parties. In retrospect, she’d realize that she had felt rejected, and that was why she made jokes about the popular girls.

Nevertheless, she got her first chance to be funny in public, writing an anonymous humor column for her high school newspaper. And she didn’t really want to go to those “cool” parties anyway. She was a good girl. She didn’t drink and later described herself as “Reagan-administration judgmental” of kids who abused substances. Instead of getting drunk, she invited her friends over to rent movies and make nachos.

Fey first considered show business as an avenue for her talents when she joined a local theater group called Summer Stage at her high school in Upper Darby, Pennsylvania, around 1985. Over the ensuing years, Fey would begin to take her performing and writing more seriously and eventually train with Chicago’s famed Second City improv troupe. By 1999 she was named the first female head writer for Saturday Night Live. Soon after, she’d make her on-screen debut as the coanchor of the show’s fake-news “Weekend Update” segments, glammed up and wearing the fashionable glasses that became her trademark.

Then she’d write her first feature film script, for Mean Girls, incorporating much of her own teen experience into the story of one girl’s harrowing journey through the ranks of high school popularity. That girl would be played by Lohan, and the movie would become a classic for subsequent generations who were just as perplexed and challenged by those social forces as Lohan, Fey, and millions of others facing down the prospect of middle and high school life.

At sleepover after sleepover, groups of girls just like those at Misik’s house that night in 2022 would gather to glean a little bit of intel about high school social structures—and laugh a lot—thanks to the misadventures of Cady Heron.

* * *

Mean Girls would connect with millions by taking young women’s problems seriously while also being very funny. The movie brought a new, brash kind of humor, the quotable kind of funny usually reserved for dude movies like Caddyshack or Anchorman, to a girl-centric film. Fey’s singular comedic voice attracted the perfect group of people at the perfect time to deliver Mean Girls’ messages, and its indelible lines, to an audience that needed them. From there, it would conquer every medium it touched: movies, Broadway, and, crucially, the internet.

It made a slew of catchphrases, including “fetch,” happen. It became one of Web 2.0’s first massive cult hits, growing the film’s influence as its GIFs fluttered across the world. It spawned a successful Broadway musical that would be made into its own film, poised to reach generations to come.

Mean Girls also spun far beyond its creators’ control, morphing in positive and negative ways. It helped usher in a new era of mainstream feminism that brought the millennial generation into its fold. It made stars of its one-line characters. It became shorthand for behavior on display everywhere, from reality television to corporate boards, from town councils to the White House. It got its own internet holiday, October 3, Mean Girls Day, a day that has been acknowledged by not only BuzzFeed and Instagram but also heads of state and international space crews.

And it elevated its star Lindsay Lohan to dizzying heights at exactly the wrong time, when celebrity gossip and paparazzi were in peak harassment mode. Alongside Paris Hilton and Britney Spears, Lohan would become one of the era’s tragic poster girls. The result of Mean Girls’ own phenomenon was a macro, fun-house-mirror reflection of the very themes it sought to explore: the ways girls and women are pitted against each other and held to impossible standards, so that the more spectacular their rise, the more doomed they are to fall.

Mean Girls defined at least one generation, spawning its own language full of catchphrases. It did so by reflecting millennial girls’ anxieties back at them, with characters who understood and articulated those anxieties, giving girls a way to talk about them by quoting Mean Girls lines and referencing Mean Girls scenes. It also showed that these girls weren’t powerless in the face of the social forces that had long been presented as inevitable; if girls worked together, it said, they could resist the pressure to pressure each other. This message came at a crucial time, as the utopian promise of social media devolved into a bastion of bullying. And it still resonates today, a sign that we’re far from solving the problems young women face. In fact, a study published in February 2023 found that 57 percent of high school girls reported “persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness” in the past year, up from 36 percent in 2011. (For comparison, that’s nearly twice as much as their male counterparts.)

So Fetch tells the story of Mean Girls, from Lohan’s quest to play Regina George instead of Cady Heron to Fey’s battle to keep “wide-set vagina” in the script; from the high school vibe on the movie’s Toronto set to Peak Lohan; from its hot-pink brand of feminism to its special place in LGBTQ+ culture; from its instant catchphrases to its enduring internet popularity and hit musical adaptation. Mean Girls’ legacy is like Cady’s Spring Fling crown—there’s a piece of it for each and every one of us.

Get in, loser. We’re going back to 2004.





Chapter 1

I Love Seeing Teachers Outside of School

The Real-Life Origins of Mean Girls

Mean Girls began with hundreds of real-life girls across America, all of them with their own bullying and clique problems—and the woman who understood them.

Rosalind Wiseman has a gift for grasping the intricacies of teen girls’ social structures, the unspoken and complex rules that dictate everything from who makes prom queen to where kids sit in the cafeteria, what they wear, whom they date, and which parties they go to. Wiseman wrote: “We need to give girls credit for the sophistication of their social structures. Our best politicians and diplomats can’t match a girl who understands the social intrigue and political landscape that lead to power.”

Wiseman stumbled accidentally into her ability to discern young women’s strengths as well as their problems, and to help them and their parents through the difficult teen years. She was a competitive tennis player through her first year or so at Occidental College in Los Angeles before she realized she actually hated the sport. She quit but found herself still craving athletic activity, so she took up martial arts through an off-campus group. She loved it, not only for the physical activity and sense of empowerment, but also because joining a group outside of school allowed her to meet a cross-section of people—refreshing after growing up in wealthy Washington, DC, prep schools.

Still, she returned to DC after graduating with a degree in political theory at age twenty-one. She couldn’t find a job, so, with her then-boyfriend and future husband, James Edwards, she began teaching martial arts to her parents’ friends’ high school–age kids. From there, she says, she gained a reputation for being able to connect with young people.

At twenty-three, she wasn’t much older than these kids. Perhaps most important, she wasn’t afraid of them. Word spread across school administrations, and a few of them asked Wiseman to come talk to their male students about sexual harassment, which had become a buzzy issue for high schools and colleges in the nineties after the explosive Supreme Court confirmation hearings for Justice Clarence Thomas. The schools needed someone to lead conversations to help young men be better people without making them feel accused and vilified. “It’s hard to get junior boys, for example, to take you seriously,” Wiseman says. “And I was able to facilitate, to have those boys take me seriously. I have never been patronizing to young people, ever. I think they knew they could, to a certain extent, say what they thought.”

From this challenge, she developed an effective approach. She’d go into classes and start with, “What do you think I think about you?” At first, they’d stare at her, dumbstruck by an adult asking them this. “No, seriously,” she’d say. “I want to know, before we even get started with this, what you think is in my head.”

Then they’d start answering: “That you think we’re bad.” “That you hate us.”

She’d respond, “Okay, great. So we got that out. Now, let’s have a conversation.”

Soon the martial arts instruction gave way, and having these hard conversations with kids became her sole focus. Her workshops for boys ran their course, and school administrators became more interested in her talking to girls, who seemed to be experiencing mysterious infighting—no physical violence, but an awful lot of interpersonal drama. Wiseman understood the unspoken problem because she’d studied political theory in college. Machiavelli was her go-to, “and not in a bad way,” she says. “I do think there’s no good and bad. It is just utilitarian. How do you get people to make a decision you want them to make? That’s what kids are doing all day long.” Some of the girls were better at it than others, and those were the ones on top of the social structure, bending everyone else to their wills.

She began to back up her methods with research, interviewing girls about their struggles. After collecting hundreds of stories over ten years, she wrote her book Queen Bees and Wannabes, which was an instant sensation upon its 2002 release. The book showed how girls leverage gossip, social pressure, and friendship (or the withdrawal thereof) to bully others—also known as “relational aggression.” This provided new insight into behaviors that had long been dismissed as just a part of growing up.

Queen Bees and Wannabes tapped into the zeitgeist. Collective parental handwringing about girls had begun ramping up with Mary Pipher’s book about adolescent pressures, Reviving Ophelia, in 1994. It continued with fretting over the effect of pop star Britney Spears on young women at the turn of the millennium and culminated with Wiseman’s book as well as Rachel Simmons’s 2002 bestseller Odd Girl Out: The Hidden Culture of Aggression in Girls.

Parents were talking about Queen Bees before it was even in stores—moms, yes, but also dads. Five weeks prior to its release in February 2002, the New York Times Magazine published a lengthy profile of Wiseman under the headline “Girls Just Want to Be Mean.” This was the ultimate stamp of approval among the coastal elite, the biggest moment in Wiseman’s life. “My family is Philadelphia Jewish,” she says. “I had not gone to an Ivy League school, I had not gotten a grad degree, which is the only currency of how I grew up. I didn’t do the things I was supposed to do. I didn’t go to law school. And so for me to go from Occidental, no graduate degree, running a nonprofit, to being on the cover of the New York Times Magazine, in my world? It’s just, like, What is happening?”

Wiseman brought something crucial to the conversation: actual solutions for distressed parents and teachers. But parents often found themselves also looking back on their own teen behavior as they read. At parties and speaking events, as well as through fan letters, Wiseman was providing free therapy to people who hadn’t processed the traumas of being thirteen. “I developed some degree of social anxiety about going to parties,” she says, “because I would have to deal with this intensity.” She received messages from adult readers saying they had called old classmates to apologize when they recognized themselves in the wrong types described in Wiseman’s book. Parents devoured her work, perhaps because of this potent combination: On the one hand, it gave them advice they needed and an honest glimpse inside their children’s lives and brains. On the other hand, it allowed them to process their own school days in a new light.

A New York Times bestseller, Queen Bees would go on to move at least half a million copies. Wiseman was fielding interviews every day, all day. Everyone wanted to hear her explain their daughters (and their younger selves) to them. This was all she had wanted, to help people with their daughters, and now she had gotten her wish by the hundreds of thousands. She never imagined it would go beyond this.

* * *

But Saturday Night Live star and head writer Tina Fey, looking to write her first screenplay, read the New York Times Magazine article and felt something spark inside her. The piece described a weepy “Apologies Day” that Wiseman led in one of her junior high classes, interviewed some girls who admitted to (among other things) feigning helplessness to get boys’ attention, and teased Queen Bees. “Is dumping on a friend really such a serious problem? Do mean girls wield that much power?” journalist Margaret Talbot wrote. “Wiseman thinks so.”

Wiseman’s observations were ripe for drama—and comedy. For example, Fey noticed that “girls are capable of spending a lot of time with someone and hating them.” But she later explained what was most important: “It was about girls. And it was nasty and violent. And that appealed to me.” She thought she could make it into a “more hopeful Heathers.”

Fey pitched the idea to her SNL boss, Lorne Michaels, who also had his own film production company, Broadway Video. She explained that she found what Wiseman called “relational aggression” among teen girls fascinating. Michaels, an avuncular man with a halo of graying hair, knew Fey could write a joke a minute, quite literally. (Probably several per minute, in fact.) He’d seen her do it thousands of times for SNL. He knew she would have a smart take on it, and he trusted Fey’s instincts.

His response: “Okay, but can they also still have cool cars and cool clothes?”

Fey agreed. Michaels said he would back the project. Then he called Sherry Lansing, the CEO of Paramount Pictures, where Broadway Video had a production deal.

When he explained the project to Lansing, her brain lit up with recognition. She had heard about this book, she knew what it was about, and she loved the concept. Lansing had dark hair that came to her shoulders, pale skin, a wide smile ready for photos, and a closet full of sensible executive suits. A former actress, she had decided she was a better fit for the production side of things and had worked her way up from script reader in the 1970s to production president at 20th Century Fox in 1980, making her the first female studio head. After leaving Fox to work as a producer on films such as Fatal Attraction and The Accused, she landed at Paramount in 1992, back at the top of the corporate structure. There, she presided over one of the studio’s longest hot streaks, with movies such as Forrest Gump, Braveheart, and Titanic.

Not only did Mean Girls resonate with Lansing’s memories of her youth; it also resonated with her even now, as an executive in her fifties. Queen Bees didn’t fly away upon graduation from high school. They were always buzzing around, especially in Hollywood boardrooms.

With Michaels and Lansing on board, Fey contacted Wiseman’s agent, who offered to share an advance copy of the book.

When Fey read it, she related to it, having been both an outsider and a certain kind of mean girl in her own high school years. Fey began to imagine adapting the book and casting herself in a Wiseman-like role, since the two women were about the same age and even shared some physical similarities: both were conventionally attractive white women in their early thirties with straight brown hair and dark eyes.

Wiseman’s agent called the author and told her, “There’s this woman from Saturday Night Live who’d like to option it.” Would she like to talk to Tina Fey?

This wasn’t the exciting moment an observer might imagine it to be. Wiseman, who was a new mom and had been spending all of her spare time writing her book, didn’t stay up late enough to watch SNL and had no idea who Fey was. And she had turned down several offers for TV and movie adaptations already. “It was always something cheesy,” Wiseman explained. “They were trying to make it about me—‘You’re so inspirational!’” She preferred something closer to Heathers, a dark 1988 teen comedy that Wiseman had grown up with. It portrayed her conception of “Girl World” well. It didn’t make her feel “pandered to or patronized.”

If anyone could make it Heathers-ish, it was Fey, who had thought of Heathers specifically when imagining her take on the material and had a knack for caustic comedy. She’d been training for exactly this moment since graduating from high school.

Fey went to the University of Virginia, intending to be an English major. But she took playwriting classes and realized her destiny was entertainment, so she decided to study drama instead. Her first starring moment came when she played Sally Bowles in Cabaret, even though she ultimately decided musical theater was not her forte. Comedy still preoccupied her, just as it had in grade school. Her favorite TV show was Short Attention Span Theater because of her crush on the host, a pre–Daily Show Jon Stewart. And, of course, because it was funny.

After she got her diploma in 1992, she headed straight to Chicago to pursue comedy in the city’s famous improv scene, first at ImprovOlympic—where she met piano player Jeff Richmond, her future husband—and then at the Second City, which she joined in 1994. She worked a morning shift at a YMCA to pay the bills and hung out with a fellow Improv Olympic student named Amy Poehler. Now she had a lifelong goal in mind: getting to Saturday Night Live.

She landed that dream job on the show’s writing staff in 1997. (Poehler joined her there as part of the cast in 2001.) Fey created sketches sending up talk show host Sally Jessy Raphael and The View as well as the recurring characters Sully and Denise, Boston teens played by Jimmy Fallon and Rachel Dratch. Under Fey’s watch as head writer, starting in 1999, SNL won its first Emmy in thirteen years in 2002 for outstanding writing.

Fey then catapulted her career by giving herself a screen-worthy makeover—losing thirty pounds on Weight Watchers, which, she explained, she had wanted to do after a few sedentary years of writing. She longed to buy cute clothes at French Connection and Club Monaco like other New York women. This self-transformation would later be mythologized as a calculated, and successful, attempt to make the jump from writer to on-screen talent as the coanchor, with Fallon, of SNL’s famous “Weekend Update” segment.

When she took a seat at the fake-news desk, her signature black-framed glasses became her calling card, with the media slobbering over her hot-teacher vibe. “Tina Fey may be America’s most powerful antidote to the Barbie doll,” Jennifer Senior wrote in the New York Times. Other designations included “four-eyed sex symbol,” “reluctant sex symbol,” “the laughing man’s sex symbol,” “the thinking man’s sex symbol,” and, alas, “specs symbol.”  While the masses got distracted by her sexy glasses, however, she had transformed SNL into a show that women found funny not just because of its well-crafted humor but because they could relate, at last, to some of the sketches. “Mom jeans,” dating, periods, and societal pressure on women to have children all suddenly became the domain of SNL.

It made sense that Fey would want to conquer the world of film by bringing girls’ problems to the fore—and making them funny.

* * *

Wiseman agreed to the conversation with Fey.

In her pitch, Fey told Wiseman, “My promise to you is that I’ll try my best not to make a stupid movie.” She further pledged that she would “honor the intention” of the book, ultimately embodying its positive lessons. She understood what she was getting into: Queen Bees was a study and a guide for parents, though full of juicy specifics about Girl World to pull from. Fey would have to bring out not only the humor but the heart, with specific and developed characters viewers could root for—and against.

Wiseman felt Fey was someone she would hang out with, and that swayed her. “I’ve found a lot of success in my life by collaborating with women who are smart and funny,” she later said. Of course, neither of them knew how big the movie would be. They just clicked enough to do business together. Wiseman was so overwhelmed with her newfound notoriety and her baby that she didn’t give it another thought beyond that. She summarizes the terms of the contract as $440,000 up front, plus 5 percent of the film’s proceeds. She hadn’t even considered shopping the book around as a movie, so this deal was an unexpected way to pay off her debt and move forward with her commitment to helping girls.

* * *

Fey got to work on the script. She realized quickly it had been “a bonehead thing to do,” a worse idea than she’d realized, to choose a non-narrative nonfiction book to adapt for her first screenplay. “I had to make up the whole story,” she said. “I mean, it’s not Chinatown. But just to keep a story moving forward was all new to me.”

Some of the movie’s most memorable and quoted scenes, however, come from Wiseman’s material. Wiseman’s teen sources list the sometimes typical, sometimes wildly specific groups in their high schools: Jocks, Asians, ROTC Kids, Nerdy Freshmen, Populars, Wannabe Populars, Animé Lovers, Mature Freshmen and Sophomores, Unpopular Party Kids. Wiseman suggests parents have their kids draw a map of their own school’s cafeteria to show where each of the groups hangs out, just so moms and dads can get a sense of the landscape their daughters are dealing with. The character Janis, an artsy outcast who befriends Cady, takes the new girl on an analogous tour, hand-drawn map and all, cribbing some of those vividly described groups, like Ecstasy and Acid Users, Hacky-Sack-Playing Kids, and Model United Nations Girls.

Each of the groups contains standard types, Wiseman writes. The Queen Bee, of course, rules over them all. “Think of a combination of the Queen of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland and Barbie,” the book explains. “She’s the Queen Bee, the epitome of teen girl perfection.” The movie introduces its Queen Bee, Regina George (Regina is Latin for “queen”), being carried on the shoulders of a group of boys, the movie’s way of expressing Wiseman’s idea that she’s the school’s Miss America, the ultimate manifestation of power and beauty—beauty by 2000s Victoria’s Secret standards, in this case.

“Her friends do what she wants to do,” the book says. “She isn’t intimidated by other girls in her class.” Everyone wants to talk about her, Wiseman says, which we see depicted in Mean Girls in a series of interstitials in which various students speak about her as if she’s famous: “I hear her hair’s insured for ten thousand dollars.” “One time, she punched me in the face. It was awesome.” The Queen Bee, the book says, “feels power and control over her environment. She’s the center of attention, and people pay homage to her.”

The main characters revolve around Regina. Her second-in-command, Gretchen Wieners, embodies another Wiseman type, “the Sidekick,” with strong hints of “the Banker.” The book explains, “Information about other people is currency in Girl World—whoever has the most information has the most power.” All of the subordinate types try to look like the Queen Bee and to serve her in any way they can. Regina’s mom, meanwhile, represents a classic parent type who’s also, in fact, subordinate to the Queen Bee. Wiseman calls this a “Hip Parent,” though Fey’s Mean Girls creation has her own way of saying that: “I’m not a regular mom, I’m a cool mom.”

Wiseman details the way many girls come up with strict, arbitrary rules to distinguish their cliques from others. A fifteen-year-old named Gabrielle explained to Wiseman: “We have rules about what we wear. You can only wear your hair up (like in a ponytail) once a week. You can’t wear a tank top two days in a row. You can only wear jeans on Friday and that’s the only time you can wear sneakers. If you break any of these rules, you can’t sit with us at lunch. Monday is the most important day because you want to look your best—it sets the tone for the rest of the week. So wearing something like sweats on a Monday is like going to church and screaming ‘I hate Jesus!’ when you walk in the door. Friday is downtime. When we hang out that night, we wear sweats, watch movies, and talk about what bothered us during the week.” This results in the movie’s legendary edict “On Wednesdays, we wear pink.”

Teacher Ms. Norbury’s assembly, in which she advises the girls on how to empathize with and trust each other, comes straight from Wiseman’s own work at schools, which Fey observed. (Though Wiseman likes to clarify that she does not do trust falls like Ms. Norbury does during her assembly.) Wiseman writes that it’s the girls at the top of the pecking order who insist that the school doesn’t have a clique problem, just as Regina George does in the movie. Ms. Norbury calls her bluff with one of the movie’s famous lines, asking, “Who here has been personally victimized by Regina George?” Everyone, teachers included, raises their hand.

But to ground the story in relatable characters, Fey also delved often into her own teen years.

That group of theater-nerd friends with whom she did summer stock provided the character of Damian; she named him directly after Damian Holbrook, a large teddy bear of a guy with a startling streak of acerbic wit. Their banter became a prime inspiration when Fey was writing Mean Girls. In one of the movie’s oft-quoted scenes, the snarky, “too gay to function” Damian follows his female friends Cady and Janis into the girls’ bathroom to gossip. A short, dark-haired girl interrupts them and tells him to get out; he chases her away while shouting, “Oh my god, Danny DeVito, I love your work!” The real Damian says that is exactly the kind of thing they were always saying when they were teenagers; making fun of people while referencing pop culture was a strength of theirs.

Later in the screenplay, Janis and Damian drive by Cady’s house to confront her about missing Janis’s art show, and Damian refuses to stop the drive-by because of his curfew. The real Damian says, “That is straight out of my life. Like I was the one who always had to be home in time for curfew.”

The Thanksgiving after Fey started writing the script for Mean Girls, she felt compelled to warn Holbrook. They had kept in touch through her moves to Chicago and then to New York, all the while seeing each other back home near Philadelphia during the holidays. They were having dinner at a friend’s house, and she told him, “I’m putting you in the movie. Don’t sue me.”

His response: “Does he have any good lines?”

To say yes would be an understatement; almost all of Damian’s lines were killer. When Holbrook saw the final product, he felt like Damian was—while named for him—a combination of him and his brother. Fey just liked Damian’s name better than Jim’s. He saw a lot of Fey in the character of Janis, the witty outsider who’s Damian’s best friend. At the time Fey first told him about it, though, he didn’t think much would come of it. He was writing for TV Guide at the time, so he envisioned a little television movie. His job helped him not to be too cowed by his childhood friend’s growing fame.

* * *

As Fey wrote her script over the next several months, she continued to face down the difficulty of turning a parenting book into a teen movie. She was staying on Fire Island over the summer and would often ask teenagers on the beach about their experiences. She wrote and wrote, ten drafts over the next eighteen months, as the story morphed from focusing on her teacher character, determined to reform her students, to focusing on the girls, who grew more interesting with each draft. Then she did what other screenwriters kept telling her to do: she got a copy of Syd Field’s book Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting and employed his index card method to structure it. Fourteen cards for act 1, each with a simple description of the major point of the scene. Twenty-eight cards for act 2, fourteen for act 3. The summer ended, and the TV season began, as Fey kept writing. She was doing all of this while also working as the head writer and a performer on SNL.

She emerged with the story of a sixteen-year-old girl named Cady Heron who enrolls in high school in Evanston, Illinois, after twelve years of being homeschooled in Africa, where her professor parents were doing research. Unfamiliar with the brutal social structure of high school and unaware that she’s got a major advantage (she’s hot), she is taken in by the Plastics, the girls who sit atop the social hierarchy, led by their queen, Regina George. The title: Homeschooled.

The characters bounced off of each other perfectly, with small conflicts building to bigger ones. “With the exception of Regina,” Fey explained, “every character believes themselves to be an underdog in some way.” While focusing on the populars versus the rest of the school was nothing new, Fey brought a different level of empathy to portraying those in power, showing their weaknesses and ability to change. Even Regina lived in fear of her power being taken away from her—a fear that comes to fruition in the script. Fey’s work, bolstered by Wiseman’s book, also emphasizes the girls’ relationships with each other, rather than with boys, a unique trait for teen movies. While a boy named Aaron becomes the battlefield for Cady and Regina, the girls’ conflict with each other takes center stage; he’s a prize.

References to Fey’s contemporary and past life, far beyond Damian, peppered the script. The kid who gets a whopping four candy cane–grams from classmates at Christmastime takes his name from a real-life film editor, Glenn Cocco, a friend of Fey’s brother. (His résumé includes American History X, Invincible, and Get Carter, and his name is spelled with two Ns and two Cs, differently from how the internet later collectively decided to spell it in memes. For the rest of this book I’ve decided to favor the internet spelling.) Cady got her first name from Fey’s roommate at the University of Virginia in the early nineties, Cady Garey. (Bonus: it also reads as a shout-out to suffragist and feminist icon Elizabeth Cady Stanton.) Goth outsider Janis Ian got her entire name from the 1970s folk rocker who was a musical guest on SNL’s first episode. Her song “At Seventeen” catalogs the insecurities of being high-school-aged and appears on the movie’s soundtrack. (“I learned the truth at seventeen / That love was meant for beauty queens.”) Borrowing names, Fey said, just seemed easier than making them up.

She made Ms. Norbury, the character she would play, a calculus teacher and Mathletes coach because she wanted to fight the stereotype that girls and women aren’t good at math; though Fey knew nothing about advanced math, she borrowed some lesson plans from her friend’s boyfriend, a teacher in the Bronx, and incorporated them into her script. She didn’t actually understand any of her math-heavy lines.

The character of Regina combined traits from an “amalgam of girls I was intimidated by in high school,” Fey explained. Regina also, Fey had to admit, shared some of Fey’s own worst qualities. “If I don’t like someone, I don’t want my friends to like them either,” she said. “It’s a dark part of me that Regina has.” In fact, she put plenty of her own mean teen behavior into the script. She also used a dash of her mother, Zenobia “Jeanne” Fey, who had a wicked sense of humor. Jeanne would often see a woman in, say, a “really ugly hat or a glittery sweatshirt,” Fey said, and her (secretly sarcastic) response would be, “I love your shirt.” Her mother’s reasoning: “Clearly she wanted someone to notice that shirt. She picked it out. It has a huge teddy bear on it.” Regina has Jeanne to thank for her similar habit.

After all of Fey’s drafting and index carding and revising, a year or so after she read the piece about Rosalind Wiseman in the New York Times Magazine, she handed her screenplay draft to the production company and the studio to await their approval.





Chapter 2

That Is So Fetch

Mean Girls Starts to Take Shape

Director Mark Waters was working on the sound mix for his upcoming film Freaky Friday while reading a script called Homeschooled. Waters was constantly reading light, supposedly comedic scripts that barely elicited a response. But Homeschooled had him laughing out loud, again and again. He particularly loved the scene in the cafeteria when Cady first meets Regina, with Regina’s advanced mind games on full display, and Cady’s defenselessness against them.

Regina: “You’re really pretty.”

Cady: “Thanks.”

Regina: “So you agree.”

Cady: “What?”

Regina: “You think you’re really pretty.”

He could see exactly how he’d shoot it the moment he read it.

Paramount CEO Sherry Lansing wanted Waters for this movie because of his work on Freaky Friday, a remake of the 1976 Disney hit, starring Lindsay Lohan and Jamie Lee Curtis as a teen daughter and a mother who switch bodies after a supernatural incident. It was about to come out in a few months, in August 2003. Waters was receiving a glut of scripts because of the positive vibes around Freaky Friday, which in this version would focus on an aspiring teen rock star, Anna Coleman, and her uptight therapist mom, Tess, who’s about to get remarried. Waters had told his agent, “The one thing you can’t send me is a high school movie, because if I hear a locker door slamming when they call ‘background action,’ I’m going to shoot myself.” He didn’t want to be the high school movie guy. He wanted to take advantage of this new high point in his career. He wanted to make something that could stand the test of time.

But his agent sent him Homeschooled anyway. Saturday Night Live head writer Tina Fey had written it, and, yes, it was set in a high school; it was also a great script. As Waters read, he thought, Goddamn it, this is so good.

Lansing needed Waters. Paramount had had a few hits that year, like the caper The Italian Job and the comedy School of Rock, but its overall box office share had dropped to seventh place. Just two years earlier, it had been third among the major studios. Paramount was becoming known in the industry as miserly and controlling, unwilling to take risks, and Lansing was seen as possibly losing her once-impeccable eye for hits. Might the fifty-nine-year-old simply have been out of touch with audiences?

She refused to believe this. She was sure she had something special with Homeschooled, something that would appeal to young women by reflecting their real difficulties with sharp humor and attitude. Waters was the right guy to bring it to the screen.

Waters agreed to meet with Fey and the film’s producer, Lorne Michaels. At thirty-nine, Waters was a relatively young director. He looked like he could be in movies himself with his close-cropped dark hair; clean-shaven, pale skin; warm, dimpled smile; and, sometimes, dark-framed glasses. His style was simple, meant not to draw attention: dark, plain T-shirts on set and collared shirts and sport coats for premieres.

He didn’t have a long résumé. It was just—as far as he was willing to tell people—Freaky Friday and his debut, a dark comedy called House of Yes starring Parker Posey as a young woman obsessed with dressing like Jackie Kennedy and reenacting the Kennedy assassination. It earned good notices at the Sundance Film Festival in 1997 and got picked up by the then-prestigious Miramax, both markers of unassailable coolness in nineties film. He’d had one bomb, 2001’s Head over Heels, which attempted the tricky task of being a romantic comedy and a thriller. It starred Freddie Prinze Jr. as a guy who may or may not be a murderer, and Monica Potter as the neighbor who has a crush on him. But so few people had seen it that Waters could effectively pretend it hadn’t happened. Freaky Friday’s potential seemed to have obliterated it from his track record. He struck exactly the right balance at the time, with some success but also some mystery and plenty of promise.

When Waters met with Fey and Michaels at Paramount, he tried not to be too much of a fanboy, especially around the legendary Michaels, who’d created Saturday Night Live in 1975 and run it for most of the time since. But Fey and Michaels had an easy rapport, born of Michaels’s generous support for Fey. Michaels remained remarkably loyal to his performers, and his involvement in this script proved that. He was something of a TV business father figure. Fey said of Michaels: “I think whatever your relationship is with your own dad, you will somehow apply it to Lorne. If you get along with your dad, you’ll get along with Lorne. If you have weird daddy issues, you’re going to project that onto Lorne and be like, ‘Lorne didn’t talk to me today!’” Fey happened to have an easy and uncomplicated relationship with her own dad, and it showed in her bond with Michaels.

All of this came through to Waters and helped him relax around them. He and Fey also clicked right away via their sense of humor and, he says, a “shared worldview.” While she had grown up in suburban Pennsylvania, he’d grown up in suburban Indiana, both of which were quite like the suburban Illinois depicted in her script. Only six years separated them in age. Waters also had a teen movie classic in his family tree; his brother, Daniel Waters, had written Heathers, a spiritual inspiration for Fey’s script and a favorite of Queen Bees and Wannabes author Rosalind Wiseman. Waters left the meeting confident he’d gotten the job.

He proved right. Waters signed on to direct Homeschooled in July 2003.

Waters, the rare nice guy in Hollywood, believed it was possible to be a good director and be a good person. People wanted to work with him because they’d heard good things. And, he figured, even if a movie bombed, at least everyone had had a pleasant time. A lot of directors thought differently, but this distinguished him as a delight to work with, a unique brand in the business, something that surely attracted Lansing, Fey, and Michaels.

He also had a secret weapon, one he’d acquired on his most recent film. Freaky Friday was getting so much good buzz around Hollywood largely because of its charismatic, spirited teen star, Lindsay Lohan. And Lohan loved him.

* * *

Lindsay Lohan was born in 1986 in the Bronx to Dina (a onetime aspiring actress and dancer) and Michael (a salesman, investment banker, and sometime actor), the oldest of four children. She was raised on Long Island, in the towns of Merrick and Cold Spring Harbor. Lindsay began modeling by the age of three in campaigns for Calvin Klein children’s clothing and Abercrombie, and soon booked TV commercials for brands such as Pizza Hut and Wendy’s. She worked on the soap opera Another World at just ten. Then she got her first big break in Disney’s 1998 remake of its 1961 film The Parent Trap, playing twins who had been separated at birth, a role originally inhabited by Hayley Mills. Lindsay exceeded expectations, easily filling Mills’s iconic role, earning great reviews, nailing the British twin’s accent, and even convincing her costar Dennis Quaid as well as Disney CEO Michael Eisner that she was, in fact, two different girls playing the twins. The
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