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				PROLOGUE

			

			BEVERLY HILLS, JULY 24, 1989

			The lights along the side of Diane Cairns’s phone lit up, every last one of them, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock on Monday morning. This was how any Hollywood story had to begin. For the characters to be made flesh, the flesh made celluloid, for the audience ultimately to embrace or detest them, a fast-rising young agent like Cairns, lunging in the first hour of the day to get her hands on the oversize console phone on her desk, had to see those lights.

			Lights. Action. It was all on her to make the deal.

			The screenplay she had hustled out to studios on Friday was so audacious, such a departure from anything else in the movies at the time—or at any time, for that matter—that it was anybody’s guess what could happen when the studio executives plucked it from their stacks of weekend reading. Most likely? The script would blow past the couple dozen rejections it had racked up from studios, producers and other agents before Diane took it on.

			After all, this was Hollywood in the 1980s. On its merits, Diane knew, the screenplay should have triggered one of those bidding wars that fueled the industry scuttlebutt over lunches at Le Dome. The writing was sharp, whipsawing from humor to deep-seated longing. The characters were complicated, vulnerable and flawed, careening through the sorts of hairpin emotional turns that could win awards for the players who snagged the roles. The plot hurtled along from one brazen surprise to the next, yet it was simple, too: two outlaws lam it in a hot convertible after shooting a would-be rapist. The story fit safely within the cinema template of broken taboos, antiheroes and screw-the-system attitudes that Hollywood had championed since the breakup of the old-time studios.

			But there was a catch, as they say in the movies, and it was a sticky one. The outlaws behind the wheel of that convertible were named Thelma and Louise, both of them women, recognizably ordinary as the story began. Yet along the way they drove fast, drank hard, picked up a one-night stand and shed their conformist skins to embrace intoxicating freedom against the landscape of the American West. With the law closing in, they realized they couldn’t go back—Something’s crossed over in me, one said—and rather than submit to convention, they chose a shocking fate, certain to polarize the audience. . . . But that’s getting ahead of the story.

			Thelma and Louise—the characters—didn’t seem to realize at first what trouble they’d stumbled into, and maybe the filmmakers who hoped to bring them to life didn’t fully grasp it, either. The woman who wrote the screenplay, Callie Khouri, had tapped out this first and only effort late at night after her soul-crushing, behind-the-scenes job making music videos. She was so green that she surely had no idea that out of the top-fifty movies at the box office the year before, only two had been written by women without male partners; that in the previous five years, only thirteen had been, and that no such woman had won an Oscar for an original screenplay since 1932.

			Ridley Scott, an acclaimed director who still had something to prove at the box office, had decided he wouldn’t feel comfortable directing such a women’s story, but he had signed on to produce. Perhaps because he was a Brit, perhaps because he just didn’t care, he seemed oblivious to the conventional wisdom that women protagonists ranked well below talking babies and pockmarked psycho killers in the hierarchy of the industry. Only seven of the top-fifty movies the year before showcased a woman as the main character, only five a year, on average, over the previous five years. And how many starred a couple of women together? Get ready for it: less than two a year.

			When Diane first devoured the script during her own weekend reading, she had cycled through a menu of emotions. She identified with the characters, regular gals who spoke and behaved the way women really do when they are alone. She got a charge out of the way they reveled in rebellion once they broke the bounds of accepted behavior. As an agent, she wasn’t necessarily supposed to think this way, but the story stirred up her juices, got under her skin, not so much as a viable Hollywood property, but—dare she say it?—as a labor of love.

			Holy mackerel, Diane thought as she turned the final page, it’s one of the best screenplays I’ve ever read.

			But then Agent Brain kicked in and spit out a single word: impossible. The whole thing was such a departure from the norm, she didn’t think it could ever get made. The only hope was to lure a couple of major actresses, then package them with this otherwise shaky venture. Luckily, Michelle Pfeiffer and Jodie Foster jumped on board without hesitation. The two exercised as much muscle as any female stars in the brawny era of Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone and Tom Cruise, and with those two attached to the project, Diane knew that the bundles she sent out to studios that Friday would land with a red alert.

			Some major studios had already passed—“I don’t get it,” one executive had said to Ridley Scott. “It’s two bitches in a car.” Now the strategy was to blitz the others all at once. This story was going to live or die off whatever happened that Monday.

			

			—

			BY ALL APPEARANCES, Diane had the town just where she wanted it when she hit the office, a boxy space that overlooked a nondescript stretch of Beverly Boulevard in a wing of the industry powerhouse ICM. An assistant, Bonnie Blackburn Hart, greeted Diane with a buzz of expectation. “The phone is ringing off the hook.”

			Diane took up her position behind the red industrial desk, snapped a headphone over her full head of blond eighties hair and squared her padded shoulders. Ready. Bonnie prepared to play blocking guard with a second phone on the credenza.

			Universal, Fox 2000, Disney, Hollywood Pictures—the row of lights blinked like marquees on the Vegas Strip. This was the kind of breakout moment that made careers, when some crafty, or merely lucky, agent sat on the property of the moment, the one that made everyone want to claim, “I snagged it first.” Bonnie fed the calls to Diane, and she picked them off one by one.

			“You have a great movie here.” Ah, the first caller was warm and positive, just as Diane had hoped. She fought to hold her adrenaline in check while Bonnie kept the others circling the landing strip. “I see what you see in it.”

			Uh . . . huh. Was there something off in the tone? “I knew you would,” Diane said brightly. Perhaps too brightly.

			A too-long pause. Then: “Female leads . . . Ridley’s not directing the movie . . . that ending . . . a worthy submission . . .” Yes? Yes? Diane knew all this. “But we’re going to pass.”

			Pass? Diane was flattened. No choice but to shake it off. Next call, and then the next: “We certainly talked about it at the morning meeting . . . why won’t Ridley direct? . . . female leads . . . risky . . . too risky . . . way too risky . . . they do what at the end? It’s just not really for us.”

			No. No. No. No. She was horrified, horrified. Diane viewed her job on days like this as catching a tidal wave and finding a way to guide the surfboard to the beach. Now a real monster was cresting over her head and the board was spinning, spinning, losing any connection to gravity or reality in a sickening churn. She foresaw a terrible end to this morning, to this pipe dream—she, helpless under a crushing wave, and Michelle Pfeiffer and Jodie Foster and Ridley Scott and Callie Khouri and ICM and the beautiful script body-slammed into the pilings of a jetty, an unseemly pileup of talent, glamour and misdirected clout. Wipeout.

			Diane considered plunging back in, fighting gravity and the tides, but the answers were definitive. If she begged reluctant studios to reconsider, she knew, something would be lost. They would bring in another writer to mangle the script, the dicey ending would give way to sunsets and butterflies, or dudes like Richard Gere or Mel Gibson would get roped in to rescue the ladies. Word was that Warner Bros. was interested but might want to alter the ending, and Diane’s client, beginner that she was, wasn’t willing to compromise. Only later did Diane consider: “If it was the male equivalent, with Richard Gere and Mel Gibson as the leads, would I have gotten all those passes? Every studio would have said yes.”

			Her boss, Jeff Berg, was on the line. Not only was he chairman of ICM, he was also Ridley Scott’s personal agent, and he had been tasked with contacting perhaps the best hope, Orion Pictures. Orion was a rare studio, a tasteful studio, up for greenlighting smart adult fare based on nothing more substantial than the fact that the executives liked it, damn the latest fads. The company also had first-look deals with Jodie and Michelle, and where else would they find vehicles that offered them such delectable roles?

			“I think you should know that Orion passed,” Berg said.

			God, what a disaster. Diane started framing what to say to the lineup of people who were hanging on the outcome.

			There was a slim remaining course, she realized, to guide the surfboard to safety. Pathé Entertainment, an outlier, was nobody’s first choice in those days. A sort of disadvantaged stepsibling of MGM, Pathé couldn’t swing the budgets for blockbusters and certainly didn’t have a track record for pulling them off. But the studio had made the submission list on the strength of two people. Alan Ladd Jr., the venerated chairman, was pure old-school Hollywood, son and namesake of a studio-era movie star and unabashed admirer of studio-era movies, including women’s pictures with stars like Bette Davis and Joan Crawford. In previous posts at other, bigger studios, Laddie, as everyone called him, had backed some of the only women’s stories in the modern era, critical darlings like Julia and Norma Rae. And he trusted a young, relatively untried lieutenant, Rebecca “Becky” Pollack, the daughter of director Sydney Pollack.

			Becky had a Hollywood pedigree, too, but didn’t conform. Soft-spoken, thoughtful, she was that rare executive who preferred reading, really reading, rather than endless rounds of lunches and drinks with what she called “the chop-chop people” in town. ICM’s reasoning was that Becky, backed by Laddie, might recognize a great story when she read it and flout the accepted wisdom that women were box-office cyanide.

			Now, in the middle of this slow-motion crash, Diane realized she hadn’t heard yet from Becky, and there wasn’t a moment to waste. In one stroke of a speed dial, word would get out, if it hadn’t already, that no one else had the nerve to take on Thelma & Louise. Diane had to connect with Pathé before the grapevine did. It was perilous for her to pick up the phone instead of waiting for the call, usually a sure sign of panic, but delay could be riskier. Diane deployed her steely-confident voice, something she had mastered like a foreign language, to mask the fear.

			“What can I say?” Becky answered the phone in her gentle, low-key way. Say? Diane could only imagine. She sucked in her breath—here it comes.

			“Everybody loves it here.”

			Diane exhaled for what seemed like the first time that day. The angels sang. She thought: I have about a nanosecond to get this right. Becky is truly the only person who gets this. She is the only person who is going to make this deal. And only I know this.

			To Becky, she said, “I’m really thrilled. I thought you would love it, and here’s what I’m going to tell you: Get your business affairs people on the phone now. I want this to be with somebody like you who loves it. And I want to close this deal now.” Now. As in: before anyone gets wiser. Get the contracts drawn up before Pathé hears the news or, God forbid, comes to its senses.

			At that moment, sorry little Pathé was the only studio standing between this movie and oblivion. The people committed to making Thelma & Louise didn’t know it, but they were hanging out there all on their own.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

			

			ONCE IN TEN LIFETIMES

			Less than two years earlier, Callie Khouri nudged her sage green Saab into a space in front of her house on a Santa Monica street scented with fig trees. It was four in the morning, a dangerous hour to be thinking and alone, especially for someone who knew, if she let her thoughts go there, that this wasn’t the life she had in mind. Best not to catalog the ways. Turning thirty, she divvied up the rent on a ramshackle bungalow with two roommates. She had recently split with a kind and steady boyfriend. And most galling, she was utterly at a loss as to how to put her ambition to use, or even to understand what her ambition might be.

			Since dropping out of Purdue just short of a degree, Callie had waited tables, parked herself behind a reception desk, studied acting and auditioned for an agent who offered just one observation after she performed an impassioned monologue in his office: she didn’t wear enough makeup. Her current dispiriting job juggling logistics for music videos occupied the outer-planetary fringe of show business. Callie lined up equipment and hired strippers and would-be starlets to display their wares behind spandex hair bands like Alice Cooper and Winger spewing power chords up front. She swept the soundstage at the end of the day while better-paid, better-connected players spiraled off to parties pollinated with promise and cocaine.

			“There were directors who used their powerful positions to get girls to do things,” she would say later. “It was a skanky time. It would have been less objectionable if I had had any creative . . . oh, anything. But I was just a facilitator.”

			So no, Callie did not let her mind go there that night in 1987, to the painful subject of her squandered abilities, whatever they might be. Instead, in the solitary predawn clarity and fatigue of her car, she had an epiphany, born equally of frustration, chafing intelligence and throttled talent: two women go on a crime spree.

			She would create a movie about outlaw women on the run, busting out of tedious, thwarted, humdrum lives—lives like hers—for freedom that let them finally become their true selves. She imagined it all: a movie unlike any she had ever seen, where women drove the story, maybe even got to drive the car. Written by a woman. Why not her?

			What came to her seemed fully formed, not so much a plot as a feeling, that thing that would wallop people as they walked out of the theater, if by some outrageous turn of events the movie ever got made. “I saw, in a flash, where those women started and where they ended up,” Callie said. “Through a series of accidents, they would go from being invisible to being too big for their world to contain, because they’d stopped cooperating with things that were absolutely preposterous and just became themselves.”

			All she had to do was figure out how to get these two normal women, living everyday lives, into this extraordinary place, this extraordinary mind-set. “We would get to see them in this full glory. And then they would have to leave, not kill themselves, because that’s never how I thought of it. But literally, they would have to fly.”

			This couldn’t be a book or a short story or a poem, Callie realized. It had to be a movie, because she saw it all visually. The Grand Canyon figured in there somewhere—she saw all of it in that flash. She would write this story. And perhaps in this act of creation, she might find her own true self.

			Callie tuned out the reality that no one who worked in movies would care about her and her half-formed vision. Why should they? Callie was a Hollywood nobody who knew nobody outside her circle of relative nobody friends; she was a woman in a man’s town; she had no credits, no bona fides, no cred, no hope. In a business full of boy wonders with filmmaking degrees, she was a college dropout who had never written anything more than a few unfinished short stories and a rejected TV script she had spitballed with a friend. She had this embryonic idea for a screenplay, but unlike every film school grad trying to peddle a high-concept action picture about two guys who . . . (fill in the blank), she had come up with the kind of movie that nobody actually made, that nobody had ever made. Two women in a car—so elementary it was groundbreaking.

			Looking back years later, Diane Cairns calculated the odds that Callie’s idea would ever reach completion: “Just to write it and get it made—astronomical. To get it made well—impossible. To go through what this movie went through—once in a lifetime. Ten lifetimes.”

			But Callie had only this one. Silence descended as she cut the ignition. She decided to tell no one. She would start writing dialogue on a legal pad after work.

			

			—

			NOTHING IN CALLIE’S BACKGROUND destined her to create anything of note, much less a breakthrough in the realm of cinema. She’d grown up in Paducah, Kentucky, far from the buzzy outposts of the East and West coasts, and the South in all its contradictions had molded her into a person sporting plenty of her own. It instilled in her a lifelong appetite for bluegrass music and chess pie, a selective capacity for both genteel manners and hell-raising defiance, and a southern eccentricity that she knew people everywhere else found colorful, even entertaining. Even so, Callie was attuned to the dark side of the region’s special brand of crazy, one that fed an acute sense of injustice. “A lot of really bad things went down in the South,” she once said in an interview. “There’s a lot of rationalization that goes on there. I mean, it’s known for hospitality and lynching.”

			Born in 1957, the third of four children, Carolyn, later nicknamed Callie, spent her childhood just outside Paducah, a sleepy town that had served as a vigorous hub for steamships and railroads back when steamships and railroads mattered. The family made its home in an 1890s log cabin shaded by pine, oak and magnolia trees that were ideal for climbing on summer days.

			Her mother, Virginia Khouri, the model for Callie’s gracious side, was artistic and pale as porcelain. She led the Paducah Art Guild and threw herself into church work—“All my family are much better Episcopalians than I am,” Callie says—while her father, Eli Khouri, a first-generation Lebanese with an infectious laugh, kicked into overdrive as a chief of surgery at the local hospital and head of the regional medical association. Callie adored him and for many years considered their relationship the most significant of her life. “I don’t think anyone has ever had a greater influence on me,” she says. “He was an overachiever the likes of which I could never touch.” He assured Callie that ultimately only her own high achievement would grant her meaningful satisfaction.

			Segregation was still a glaring fact of life when Callie was a young girl in the sixties. Black customers had to mount an outdoor staircase to sit in the balcony of Paducah’s Columbia movie theater, and schools weren’t integrated until 1966. The Metropolitan Hotel on the South Side had long been a rousing stop on the chitlin circuit, hosting musicians like Louis Armstrong, B. B. King and Ike and Tina Turner, unwelcome elsewhere in town but endowing it with a soulful musical legacy.

			Callie, a tall, rangy teenager with long blond ringlets and an intellectual bent, was alert to the hypocrisy. It was difficult for her to get one thousand percent behind her heritage, she says in retrospect, “and yet there are so many things I love about it—the crazy, wonderful, funny people set in their ways, their food, their rituals and music.” She filled the cultural void of a backwater upbringing with reading: P. G. Wodehouse, Dorothy Parker and James Thurber, with generous helpings of Kurt Vonnegut and Joseph Heller.

			The small-town languor fired up a rebellious side as well. Callie stole out of the house just about every night, boosting the car at the age of twelve to joyride with friends. The relatively privileged perch of the Khouris might have allowed her to become an oblivious party girl, but she lapped up adult conversation, and her critical mind wouldn’t rest in the face of absurdities and unfairness. In the school library, she came across copies of Ms. magazine, which blew apart her perception of the place of women in Paducah, where the few who held jobs did so out of economic necessity and were looked down upon for it. She remembers thinking, Oh my God, there’s not anything they’re going to let us do if we don’t take it ourselves.

			This premature awareness of all kinds of bias rendered her opinionated, outspoken, sharply funny, sometimes angry, but also a bit vulnerable, because she took it all so personally. Then something happened that cranked up the vulnerability and left her foundering.

			On an August weekend when Callie was sixteen, she stayed home while her parents attended a wedding in Louisville. In the middle of the night, Eli woke Virginia to complain of a headache. “It’s my brain,” he said. “Call an ambulance.” He knew. Dr. Khouri died of a cerebral aneurysm within twenty-four hours, on Monday, August 19, 1974. He was forty-seven years old.

			There had always been a lightness to the family, a sense of fun. It disappeared overnight, replaced by an absence that could never be filled. Virginia grew quiet, retreated, after that staggering early death, and as time went on she turned ever quieter.

			Callie, who was about to enter her senior year of high school, engaged in her own sort of retreat. “For a good ten years after that, I don’t remember being fully conscious about much of what I was doing or why,” she says. During that lost and drifting decade, she struggled with depression, piercing enough for her to seek treatment, although she never sank so far as to consider suicide.

			When she enrolled at Purdue University, for no particular reason except that it was a humongous place where she could get lost, Callie majored in landscape architecture, a pursuit with no particular appeal. “You could have said I would be a pinball major, and I would have said okay,” she says. Later she switched to theater, remembering how high school productions served as a refuge from a sorrow-filled house. She never heard about opportunities for women to direct or write. Acting seemed like her only opening, but she was appalled that the parts open to women were limited, shallow and steeped in sexuality: hookers in Hot l Baltimore, courtesans in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. “College was a wasted experience,” she says.

			

			—

			IN 1979, CALLIE LEFT SCHOOL and moved to Nashville, where every night promised a party at live venues that rocked to a mixed brew of southern roots rock, bluegrass, jazz, honky-tonk and rockabilly, but, surprisingly, not much country back then. The constant lineup of musical talent spoke to the twenty-one-year-old’s ill-defined but powerful yearning for a creative life. Yet after picking up some work at a local theater, she wound up waiting tables at clubs like the Exit/In, lugging trays of boilermakers to drunken shitkickers who felt that their admission stamps entitled them to cup her ass as she threaded her way through close-packed tables. “You just feel hands on you,” she says. One boss, who liked to flash photos from Hustler to the staff, fired Callie for not being “a good sport.” The expected response to such affronts, maintaining a blank façade, felt obliterating to her.

			One night a young country singer named Pam Tillis set up to play. “Could somebody bring me a Coke?” she asked. Callie stepped up onstage. The two women, both on the cusp of finding their way in their early twenties, sized up each other’s sangfroid and intrinsic intelligence with a jolt of reciprocal recognition.

			“Hi, who are you?” Pam said in a soft twang. “You’re not just a waitress.”

			Callie ricocheted back, “You’re not just a singer.”

			They were tight as thieves from then on. “We kind of looked at each other and thought, Yeah, I know you, and then we just started hanging,” Callie remembers.

			This entailed double-teaming the after-hours party scene, holing up all night reading copies of the New Yorker and generally forging the kind of friendship that proves that while men might have their place, ladies still need their ladies. “We had more power as a team” was how Callie saw the relationship. “We were very different, but together, we were like a third thing.” Stronger, surer and a lot more laughs.

			They were also nicely balanced. Pam was messy and scattered; Callie, methodical. Pam was innocent, even naive; Callie, more jaded, with what Pam called a smart-ass mouth. “We were both ultimately ambitious for all our being goofballs,” Pam says. They would remain friends for life, telling each other when they were crazy, when to trust their guts, when to move on. In all their differences, loyalty and affection, Pam and Callie were the precursors of Thelma and Louise.

			

			
				
				—
			

			AFTER NEARLY FOUR YEARS IN NASHVILLE, Callie’s gut told her it was time to hit the pike. She had befriended performers and songwriters, bucking them up as they won acclaim and record deals, but she couldn’t kid herself that she was a musical talent herself. “I can play the radio,” she liked to say. She had a spark that was not being lit. Maybe acting was the answer after all. An offer to crash at a songwriter’s place led Callie to Los Angeles at the end of 1982. With her ever-marketable waitressing skills, she soon set herself up with an apartment in West Hollywood, acting classes with the renowned Peggy Feury at the Lee Strasberg Theatre & Film Institute and a job at the Improv, a comedy club in the heart of Hollywood that was the piping hot center for stand-ups angling to become stars.

			Miracles could happen every night in that combustible room. The hand of a network might reach down and offer a $50,000 pilot deal to a comic who’d been working by day cleaning apartments, grateful to rake in a couple hundred dollars and two free-drink tickets for twenty minutes at the mike. Jerry Seinfeld hit early. So did Paul Reiser, Jay Leno and the Wayans Brothers. Robin Williams and Saturday Night Live headliners popped in often, while scouts from networks and films scrutinized the talent from the floor.

			Callie was once again waiting tables in the orbit of other people’s creative whirl. She hooked right into the social scene, where conversation was fierce, funny and competitive. “He always goes on last? He got a TV deal? He got on Carson?”

			The atmosphere could be harsh, comics topping each other, zap-zap, with the meanest, most negative, most aggressive comeback always winning the biggest laugh. Everyone was fair game, but Callie could sling it with the best of them. “You had to have your sword ready at any time,” she says. “Okay, motherfucker, you want to go? Let’s go.” Callie dated some of the Improv talent, but very few comics, especially voracious ones starting out, pulled off steady relationships. Sex was regarded as a perk of playing Indianapolis.

			Callie didn’t present herself as a person who could be taken advantage of. If she did, she knew, people would. But the late-night lifestyle entailed hazards. Two thugs with a sawed-off pump-action shotgun held up Callie and Larry David one night as he walked her to her car. Once when Pam visited, some men jumped the friends as they left a party, knocked Pam down and took her coat, while Callie, unwilling to let go of even a nickel she had worked so hard for, held tight to her purse. Pam, usually the ditzy one, transformed on the spot and took charge. “Callie! Quit your dogheadedness!” Pam yelled. “Let! It! Go!” Callie dropped the purse, and they ran.

			Surrounded by comics, Callie never considered trying stand-up herself—not that it was a field that would have welcomed her. Women weren’t perceived as having the requisite aggression, and audiences weren’t comfortable with those who did. Only Roseanne Barr, able to own her hostility and wield it with caustic self-possession, killed on Carson, the sole major female breakthrough since Joan Rivers.

			If there was a smaller group than women stand-ups, it was women writers. Jim Vallely, a comic and friend who later wrote for television, admired Callie’s clever smackdowns at all-night hangouts and asked her to collaborate on a spec script for Bill Maher, an Improv buddy. The verdict was crushing when they turned in their draft: “You guys write like a couple of actors.”

			Yet two years of lessons and auditions had given Callie no purchase on acting, either. Striking in thrift-shop clothes and cowboy boots, with long, wavy hair, she attracted attention, but not the kind she craved. She didn’t enjoy being looked at, at least not the way prospective agents looked at actresses, and so she aspired to play character roles. “Debra Winger was having the career I would have wanted,” Callie says, “because she was beautiful but not that kind of beautiful.” What’s more, Callie panicked that she might actually get a part, “and then there would be a permanent record, and it would be awful.”

			By 1985, she realized that acting wasn’t going to happen for her. Still afflicted by the long malaise after her father’s death, still smarting from his adage that only achievement would give meaning to her life, she hit a wall. She quit her job and moved out of Hollywood to the little shared house near the ocean in Santa Monica. The distance might help her think things over, recalibrate her breakneck pace, reconsider a career, perhaps find a foothold in the film business. To most of the comics, it was as if she had disappeared.

			“Those early years in her twenties, being smarter than so many of the guys she was hanging around, and knowing it, I know she got hurt,” says Vallely. “She took a big hunk of hurt and turned it into Thelma & Louise. I think she became a great writer because she lived some life.”

			Film was the art form of the moment, where the stakes were higher, the stars brighter and the visions grander, the principals—actors like Clint Eastwood, Harrison Ford, Eddie Murphy and directors like Spielberg, Coppola, Scorsese and Lucas—its reigning cultural gods. Callie started at the bottom of the bottom, again, landing a gig as a receptionist for a company that made music videos and commercials, the tawdry, slippery beginner’s rung on the ladder to Mount Olympus. She was a long way from Paducah. The hazing rituals of comedy were nothing to what the movie business held in store.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			PROSTITUTES AND EMPTY-HEADED BLONDES

			Oddly, someone like Callie might have found a warmer reception in the earliest days of cinema, when it was the bastard child of the arts in a new century. Filmmaking welcomed innovators, inventors, outsiders, immigrants—all the sorts of nervy geeks who latch onto a new technology in its semiamateur phase. This unexplored territory was wide open for women, too, like Lois Weber, a writer, director and performer from 1907 through the early twenties. More prolific than D. W. Griffith, Weber owned her own studio and scandalized audiences with stories that championed birth control and temperance and opposed abortion, poverty and religious hypocrisy. Dorothy Arzner, the first woman admitted to the Directors Guild, broke in as a writer and editor on such smoldering projects as 1922’s Blood and Sand with Rudolph Valentino but threatened to leave Paramount in the late twenties unless she could direct, which she did, outfitted androgynously in pants and a coat.

			Some of the foremost pioneer screenwriters were women as well. Anita Loos applied her sharklike wit to well over a hundred scripts by 1915, more than a decade before she published the gal-pal novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Frances Marion chalked up more than three hundred film credits, writing roles for no less than Mary Pickford, Greta Garbo, Jean Harlow, Marlene Dietrich and Myrna Loy. These women made boatloads of money, which was when the trouble started. Once filmmaking ceased to be a lark and turned into a business, studios modeled themselves after businesses everywhere else—hierarchical and run by men.

			It’s hard to believe that from the late 1920s to the mid-1960s, scholars identify only two women directors: Arzner, who quit in 1943, and Ida Lupino, who started six years later. Lupino was a former film noir trouper who had held her own on-screen with George Raft and Humphrey Bogart. Unable to get the juicy roles she craved, she formed her own production company in 1948 and went on to direct seven steely melodramas like the rape-themed Outrage in 1950 and Hard, Fast and Beautiful in 1951, all while pretending to know less than she did around the crew. Lupino professed, “You don’t tell a man, you suggest to them, ‘Let’s try something crazy here. That is, if it’s comfortable, love.’”

			As for actresses, at the peak of the studio era the moguls recognized that stories about women filled seats, so stars like Joan Crawford, Barbara Stanwyck and Rosalind Russell shone clear and bright. “These women were the center of the universe in their films, and they did stuff,” says film historian Jeanine Basinger. “They ran corporations, they flew airplanes, they edited newspapers, they were doctors, lawyers, judges. When you think about the great women stars of the thirties, forties and into the fifties, those women dominated the films they were in, and in order to do that, they had to do something.”

			A few women writers also still made the cut, like Leigh Brackett, first hired by Howard Hawks when he assumed from her name that she was a man, but kept on to contribute to features like The Big Sleep and Rio Bravo. Yet somehow the idea took hold that directing was the province of men.

			

			—

			THE COLLAPSE OF THE STUDIO SYSTEM should have opened more doors for outsiders, but female luminaries got left on the other side. “Women just disappeared out of the business,” says Basinger. By then, the all-male central command was so ingrained, it might as well have been inscribed on tablets handed down unto Moses, or at least Charlton Heston.

			A complete shake-up of the industry in the sixties didn’t help. No one seemed to be fully in charge anymore. The freedom could be intoxicating, an invitation to play for writers, directors and actors who, with a wave of a wand, morphed from hired help to free agents. But there were virtually no women writers or directors by then anyway, so none were in place to seize the new opportunities. And once studios stopped grooming their careers, even actresses lost what little stature they’d enjoyed. The remaining studio bosses, impressed by the success of subversive statements like Bonnie and Clyde and The Graduate in 1967 and Easy Rider in 1969, threw up their hands and ceded unprecedented power to their insurgent directors.

			This new Hollywood glorified auteurs, writer-directors who abandoned stodgy concepts like old-school glamour and straightforward narrative in favor of personal expression, which, because all the auteurs were men, necessarily skewed far to the masculine, heterosexual point of view—dramas about moody outlaws or comedies about hapless, insecure nebishes befuddled by the sexual revolution. There was little regard for stories that didn’t arise from the subterranean urges and priorities of the male psyche. Sexual-fantasy girls fleshed out the movies while the female aviators, journalists and lawyers of the old studio pictures got the hook.

			“When women do get parts at all, they are usually cast as prostitutes, empty-headed blondes, sex kittens or neurotic housewives,” the New York Times reported during a conference about the issue in 1974. Male speaking roles outnumbered female ones by twelve to one, and the only bankable female star was Barbra Streisand, who for four years in the early seventies was the sole actress on the top-ten list of box-office stars in polls of theater owners.

			By the mid-seventies, the new generation of film school auteurs—Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, Peter Bogdanovich, William Friedkin, Hal Ashby, Bob Rafelson, Robert Altman and Brian De Palma—set off so many pyrotechnics that roles for women devolved into an afterthought at best. Critical and commercial smashes like The Godfather, The French Connection and M*A*S*H shifted the balance of Hollywood power further into the camp of the young male countercultural renegades.

			The social milieu that trailed in their wake didn’t do women any favors. As filmmaking as an art form caught fire, with hedonism as the fuel and cocaine the accelerant, no behavior was off-limits, just as no artistic choice was out of bounds. “A lot of talented people came along and then got plied with gobs of money and drugs,” says Martha Coolidge, who was spinning her wheels trying to gain traction as a director. “They lived in a bubble of indulgence that will probably never be seen again.”

			None of this engendered much respect for the women in town, many of whom, whether they aspired to act, direct or write, were treated more as sexual playthings than professional colleagues. “I was appalled at the men of my generation, my age, who went around with the hookers and dopey girls and had group sex and did a lot of coke,” says Paula Weinstein, who arrived in Hollywood in 1973 as a script reader for Jane Fonda and by 1981 had made it as head of production at United Artists. “There was this essentially secret club of guys who all hung out and didn’t take women seriously at all.”

			Few women gained admission to the club. Between 1966 and 1979, the number of women directing a studio-backed film was a whopping one, Elaine May, the former comedy partner of Mike Nichols, director of The Graduate. May was a true auteur who wrote, directed and starred in the 1971 black comedy A New Leaf, a commercial and critical hit. She followed up the next year by directing the similarly successful The Heartbreak Kid, written by Neil Simon. Despite this double triumph, May ran over budget, filmed interminable retakes and dithered over the smallest decisions. When her third feature, Mikey and Nicky, tanked in 1976, she wasn’t given another chance until the disastrous Ishtar ended her directing career eleven years later. The argument could be made that male wunderkinds indulged in similar feats of excess and turned out similar flops (see Sorcerer by William Friedkin), but May’s former assistant Todd McCarthy acknowledged, “I do really believe that she set back the cause of women directors in Hollywood by ten years.”

			

			—

			DURING THE SEVENTIES AND EARLY EIGHTIES, only two women in town had real clout, the kind that could get a movie made with a complex female at the center of the story. They were Barbra Streisand and Jane Fonda, leading actresses who leveraged their box-office power to develop their own projects.

			Following a Best Actress Oscar for Funny Girl, Streisand was reduced to playing, yes, a prostitute in the middling comedy The Owl and the Pussycat. The experience spurred her to form her own production company as a means to seek out more up-to-date material. Her first effort, Up the Sandbox, a 1972 comedy about the liberating fantasies of a housewife, didn’t catch fire, but her next, the 1976 rock ’n’ roll remake of A Star Is Born, racked up $140 million, her biggest box-office take for several decades.

			Still, she wanted more, namely to direct. Even though many actors had been given the nod—Paul Newman, Dennis Hopper, Warren Beatty, Marlon Brando and Clint Eastwood, to name a few—years passed as studios balked at backing Streisand, in spite of her box-office punch. When she secured a deal to direct Yentl, an adaptation of an Isaac Bashevis Singer story about a girl who poses as a boy to study the Talmud, Streisand had to swallow a deal that took away the routine powers and perks granted to her peers. “I had to eat shit, put it that way,” she said in a magazine interview at the time. The studio trimmed Streisand’s usual salary for acting, granted her only the guild minimum for directing and built in all sorts of hair-trigger penalties if she ran over time or budget. All that, and she had to give up casting approval, script approval and final cut.

			“It was as if they had this very antiquated notion of an actress as this frivolous creature,” she recalls. “How could she be financially responsible? How could she handle a movie crew? How could she make all the myriad decisions that go into making a film? It just didn’t compute for them. It was a man’s world.”

			Yentl earned a solid $40 million at the box office on its release in 1983, and five Oscar nominations, although none for Streisand. It satisfied her jones to direct, but her acting career faltered afterward. Following an unprecedented run as one of the top-ten bankable stars for ten out of twelve years, she disappeared from the list in 1981, never to return.

			

			—

			FOR A TIME, JANE FONDA wielded her own kind of authority, not by directing but by cannily producing projects that made gutsy statements and gave her central roles. At first, even a member of Hollywood royalty like Fonda had struggled to find her place. Despite an Oscar nomination for They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? in 1970 and a win for Klute in 1972—as, yes, a prostitute—she kept fielding offers for witless sex comedies that featured the requisite empty-headed-blonde part.

			She formed her own production company in 1973, vaguely aware that Mary Pickford and Streisand had done so, and assuming that others had, too. Fonda reasoned that because she was famous and a respectable box-office draw, she could get movies made by agreeing to star, and she was savvy enough to understand how to make projects commercial. “If you’re going to do a story about Vietnam vets, make it sexy and make it a love story. If you’re going to do a story on nuclear energy, make it a suspense thriller.” Her first project, 1978’s Coming Home, turned into a surprise hit in which Fonda, playing the wife of a gung-ho soldier, had an affair with a paraplegic veteran played by Jon Voight. Released ten months before The Deer Hunter, Coming Home was the first Hollywood production to take a serious look at the morality of the Vietnam War. The film scooped up eight Academy Award nominations and won three, including Fonda’s second for Best Actress. The following year, she scored another Oscar nomination and another hit with the The China Syndrome, playing the part of a reporter who uncovers the dangers of nuclear power plants.

			Producing her own movies launched Fonda to a new level of stardom. Starting in 1978, she landed among the top-ten box-office stars for five years in a row, one of only eight women to make the list throughout that stretch. She also fought to slip women onto the crews of her movies, but she didn’t think about recruiting women to direct. “A movie about Vietnam, are you kidding?” she says. “These were hard enough movies to get made, let alone if I was insisting on a woman director who wasn’t proven.” Fonda didn’t regard herself as a trailblazer for others. In fact, she was surprised when Sally Field asked her for advice on how to set up a company. Why does she have to come to me? Fonda thought. “I didn’t consider myself an expert or particularly good at it.” Like most other women trying to crack the industry, Fonda didn’t realize how alone she was.

			Nevertheless, as the eighties began to unfold, more women were angling to produce, direct, write—or at least try. But there wouldn’t have seemed to be much chance for a former waitress from Paducah, Kentucky, who worked in the vaguely scuzzy world of comedy clubs and music videos. Not unless she came up with one hell of an idea.

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

			

			“NEXT! NEXT!”

			The sound of desperate banging broke Callie’s concentration. Heavy metal throbbed and wailed outside the thin walls of the production trailer where she had been toting up the budget for a music video. She cracked open the door. One of the backup dancers stood in the frame, chilled and trembling in little more than a Band-Aid.

			“I’m really sorry.” The dancer shuddered. “I have to leave. I was hired to dance, and people are putting their hands all over me. I feel like this whole experience is degrading.”

			Callie’s heart bloomed with pleasure. Finally, someone speaking her language! It was the first time she’d heard anyone say, “What the fuck is going on here?” she recalls.

			“It’s terrible, because I really need the money,” the dancer said.

			“No, no,” Callie said. “I’m paying you. I’m writing a check right now.”

			Years later she still savors that moment, the one when she paid a modicum of reparations for all she had witnessed in the trenches of music video.

			Degrading? Welcome to the rodeo.

			For the most part, if a woman wanted to break into the movies in the 1980s, she put on blinders and plowed ahead, whatever she might think of the lame or skanky entertainment product she was called upon to enable. So it was when Callie Khouri worked her way through the ranks of video production. Stifle the outrage, avert the eyes and get the job done.

			Those who weren’t stars like Barbra Streisand and Jane Fonda could rarely attack the industry head-on. Video production was a viable flanking maneuver, a side entrance for somebody who could tolerate the drugs, the inanity and the groping of women who were hired to slink around behind the musicians while sparsely attired in a mockery of 1980s dress for success.

			Around the time Callie left the comedy scene, she signed on as a receptionist at N. Lee Lacy, a tony commercial production outfit. To get the job she had to promise that she would never try to move out from behind the reception desk, swearing on her life that answering the phone was her highest ambition. The company had just launched a division to crank out music videos for the record industry, which was bankrolling attention-grabbing clips to break bands on MTV.

			Callie started by greeting visitors in the serene white foyer at Lacy’s on Melrose Place. The job was classy but dull, seemingly another dead end. “I was literally running out of ideas,” she says. Eventually she did push her way into the fun part, working on commercials and videos, climbing the ladder through a jumble of titles—runner, production assistant, production coordinator and production manager. By 1987, she was freelancing as a line producer, which meant she delivered film to the lab, ordered the lighting, scouted locations, juggled schedules, arranged casting sessions—you name it—all in the service of the creative visions of the directors. “It was incredibly unsatisfying,” Callie says, “but I learned a lot.”

			Young film school grads who worshipped at the altars of the auteurs jumped at the chance to direct those music videos, which could serve as a ticket in. With their flamboyance, visual flair and utter lack of restraint, the quick clips offered ripe canvases to showcase the talents of comers like David Fincher and Michael Bay. Yet while video production may have functioned as the minor leagues in Hollywood, the milieu matched or even exceeded feature films for lurid, outrageous behavior, on and off the set.

			“Everyone was snorting through their days, coke everywhere, and everyone was just out of hand,” says Amanda Temple, an English-born friend who produced a number of videos with Callie. “I have to say, we did have a lot of fun. We did laugh.”

			Directors basked in what there was of cachet in the genre. But production people, the women especially, felt conscripted into the coal mines of long hours, low pay and dismal taste. One night, when Callie was cleaning the soundstage as other PAs took off, one of the guys announced, “For a hundred a day, these people can go fuck themselves. I’m out of here.” A hundred? Callie thought. I’m making seventy-five. Callie worked on clips for a lot of bands that went nowhere and a few others that did—Robert Cray, Brian Setzer, Iggy Pop, Billy Idol. Having never studied film, she soaked up the process of how to tell a story visually, how all that mattered was what happened when the shutter opened wide. But ultimately the work seemed trivial, just this side of artistic—and worse.

			“There were really talented directors making beautiful images,” Callie says, “but still nobody was saying anything. It wasn’t important. Some of it was beautifully crafted. Some of it was cheaply crafted and culture destroying, which was the other side of it. I got exposed to the objectification of women in a whole new way.”

			She and Amanda often quarantined themselves in the production office, but still they could hear the male directors and crew routinely snickering and commenting on the bodies of the dancers who stripped down to underwear or less on the sets and in auditions. Directors bellowed: “Not big enough tits! Next! Next!”

			“We were both mortified a lot of the time by the work we were doing,” says Amanda. “It was Mötley Crüe, it was Whitesnake, it was all those spandex-pants and big-hair guys with girls in bikinis.” Watching directors film women’s asses shaking from a foot away, she and Callie cut glances at each other: What the hell are we doing? “What we were doing was, we were paying bills,” Amanda says. “We needed to work, so we kept our heads down and we did it.”

			Those casting sessions got to Callie. Sometimes they enraged her. Sometimes she spoke up. “The thing that was so powerful about Callie was that she had a really strong sense that this was wrong, that it was time for a change,” says Amanda. “She got up people’s noses.” Some of the guys complained that Callie had a mouth on her. Amanda stood up for her colleague, and they became tight as only allies become tight if they’re trapped together behind enemy lines, surviving on nothing but camel jerky and gully water. Callie devised an expression that kept them going: “You get what you settle for.”

			“It was like having a warrior queen at your side,” says Amanda. “I felt like I could fight every battle with this woman.”

			On balance, Callie was tactical enough to put the paycheck ahead of her opinions. “She could play pool with the boys,” says David Warfield, who dated Callie at the time and often worked on shoots with her. “Her attitude was essentially professional. She’s not so fragile that she can’t be around dancing bimbos.”

			The relationship with David provided sweet relief and proof that not every guy working in show business was a cad. In a classic California interlude, he became smitten with her when they shared a hot tub at a party, where she torpedoed the customary mellow vibe to hold forth on all the sexist and patriarchal sins of society. “It made me fall in love,” David says, “just because it was so smart, so deeply authentic, and because so few people are eloquent enough to express such a meaningful statement on the human condition that way. A couple of years later it manifested itself in Thelma & Louise.”

			Callie was pulling herself together. She was happy in her house near the beach, happy with David and not altogether miserable at work, where she had caught a serious case of the movie bug. In fact, she had acquired a profound sense of mastery from her job. If a crewmate got a motor home stuck in a ditch, Callie would say, “I got this,” and drive it out. Despite the tedium of production work, the ridiculous inequality and lack of respect, she became fascinated by the craft or, in rare instances, the art of telling stories on film. The work she’d witnessed from the sidelines had all the substance of, let’s face it, an MTV video, but it was enough of a taste that she fixed on this as something she might be able to do, and do well—telling stories, expressing something that mattered for a change, with images, words and music, creating a vision that was beautiful and true. Ever since the loss of her father, she’d been grasping for the accomplishment that could satisfy his ambitions for her. Filmmaking? There were crazier ideas.

			One night she flew with a load of camera equipment to Monument Valley to work on an Estée Lauder commercial. All alone, Callie packed up a van and drove toward the motel where the crew awaited. A full moon lit the fabled rock formations. Stretching toward the horizon, they towered like silvery apparitions in absolute clarity and perfect silence as she guided the van down the empty highway. It was both hyperreal and otherworldly, a visual spectacle that sent her thoughts spinning.

			Callie felt that she understood herself in a way that had evaded her for ten muzzy, cluttered—frustrating—years. She considered how glorious it would be to communicate that sensation in a movie, that feeling of facing who you are, perhaps for the first time, in a grand, impassive space that opened the mind to reflection. She had something to say, something that mattered, and she knew it belonged on film.
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