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“I have never wanted to grow up and stop playing.”


—Penny Marshall

















Introduction



DIRT IN THE SKIRT


GEENA DAVIS STEPPED UP TO HOME PLATE. SHE BENT HER KNEES, WRAPPED her hands around the bat, and tried to keep her eye on the ball as the camera rolled in silent judgment.


The camera. It saw everything and missed nothing. It exposed her as exactly what she was: an actress, the ultimate imposter, pretending to be a baseball player with superhuman ability and coming up awfully short. All the training in the world couldn’t turn Geena into a professional athlete, nor could her rarified status as an Oscar winner hide the truth—that there, on a hot, dusty ballfield in the middle of nowhere, thousands of miles from the smog and mirrors and palm-tree shade of Los Angeles, she was merely a rookie. Every actress in Hollywood wanted her role. The audacity to believe they had what it took!


Geena had practiced hard for weeks. Elite coaches schooled her in the basics of America’s storied pastime, instructing their eager student how to hit and catch and throw—the throwing, for her, was the trickiest—without doing damage to that face, those cheekbones, her moneymaker, her foot in the door.


On this day, her first at bat, she was supposed to smack a home run. Things were not going well. Pitch after pitch, take after take, Geena kept swinging with dismal results. The ball wouldn’t go where it needed to go. Penny Marshall, her director, paced back and forth behind the camera, a cigarette dangling from her mouth.


“Omigod, hit the ball, hit the ball, put me out of my misery!” she complained.


“Penny, that’s not helping!” Geena said.


It was the summer of 1991, and Penny’s trademark whine—to some, endearing; to others, exasperating—provided the soundtrack while she filmed A League of Their Own in the Midwest. Studio executives held their breath. Of course, Penny was talented. She had a special nose for what the masses wanted to see on the big screen. She hadn’t gone to film school, nor could she explain the difference between this lens and that. She lacked the pretensions of aesthetes who won Oscars. Instead, she went for the emotional jugular without apology, intermingling happy and sad, good taste and schmaltz. That was the Marshall way.


While grappling with self-doubt, and a hostile crew, Penny had managed to make Big into a runaway success, and, in the process, she became the first woman director to gross more than $100 million at the box office. But among the corner-office set, she was often considered an expensive financial risk. She would go to grueling lengths to get the best shot, wasting countless reels of film. Big, an intimate set, had nothing on the scope and scale of A League of Their Own, which found Penny outnumbered by actresses who couldn’t play ball, not to mention their ringers: the ballplayers who couldn’t act. How much money would she burn to capture convincing footage? Could Penny—hell, anyone—be trusted to deliver a decent movie about an obscure women’s baseball league from the 1940s? And since men were assumed to enjoy sports movies more than their wives, girlfriends, and daughters, were Ordinary Joes actually going to buy tickets? With Geena, and not Kevin Costner, behind the plate, the doubts amplified.


What transpired between Geena’s at bat and Penny’s final cut would silence the skeptics and defy conventional logic, especially when it was revealed that young girls adored the Rockford Peaches, memorizing the lyrics to the “Victory Song” that drove the crew nuts. An irresistible underdog tale featuring a rare female-led ensemble cast, A League of Their Own broke the mold to become the most record-breaking baseball movie of all time.


In hindsight, its appeal was obvious. But with anything new and untested, the unknowns piled up. Even Tom Hanks was a wild card. After a series of flops, he’d done what leading men like Costner and Cruise and Schwarzenegger almost never did back then: he demoted himself to character actor. He begged Penny to let him sulk in the dugout as the surly, drunken coach Jimmy Dugan, and she agreed despite studio reluctance.


Then there was Madonna. How did the biggest pop star in the world not go stir-crazy during the eighty-eight-day shoot in Illinois and Indiana? The Blond Ambition button-pusher, who ignited scandal amid the cornfields, yearned for New York City.


Nobody, not least of all Penny Marshall, could have ever envisioned that A League of Their Own would endure as a love letter to baseball and the real women who had played it professionally. Penny, a tormented soul with a relaxed exterior, initially dismissed much of her work as crap; she spotted weaknesses rather than triumphs. So how did she plunge onward while doing battle with the critical voices in her head? What made her take a chance on Tom? How did he and Penny handle Madonna the provocateur? How did Geena master the physics of catching a pop fly behind her back?


This book is the untold story of a time before the internet, when filming on location was a traveling circus and untamed behavior went unchecked. When a filmmaker and her motley collaborators, throwing vanity out the window, got some dirt in their skirts and hit one out of the park.















First Inning



AN UNDERDOG AND INSIDER


CHARLIE WESSLER TREMBLED AS HE PREPARED TO TELL PENNY THE COLD, hard truth.


They smoked outside the stage at Paramount Studios while she taped the last episode of Laverne & Shirley, the mega-popular, critically panned ABC sitcom that made her a household name. In 1983, the show—which centered on two women roommates who paid the rent by capping bottles at the fictional Shotz Brewery—was ending its seven-year run. The ratings had dwindled. Cindy Williams, who played the bubbly Shirley Feeney to Penny’s deadpan Laverne DeFazio, had walked off in protest, pregnant with her first child. The suits in charge, patriarch Tony Marshall included, refused to write in a pregnancy for Shirley, which would have been an easy solution to a happy problem, right? Right. But things were different back then; different and yet the same. Penny did the final season solo, then the suits pulled the plug.


After all that backstage drama, Penny was ready to leave Laverne behind. Laverne, however, wasn’t done with Penny. The two characters—one real, the other a heightened version of the real—were inextricably linked. Penny loved drinking milk with Pepsi, and so did Laverne. Penny knew how to tap dance, as did Laverne. Both spoke with a lethargic Bronx accent and eviscerated fools in their midst with a withering look. Where did Penny end and Laverne begin? The lines blurred. People saw Penny on the street, even in Paris, and yelled, “Laverne!”


Given this deep-seated association with her alter ego, Wessler doubted whether she’d be able to land major roles playing not-Lavernes. He had met Penny through his friend Carrie Fisher, with whom he attended Beverly Hills High School. While Wessler aimed to become a movie producer, he realized that reaching his goal could take time. He decided to try his hand at managing talent instead. Actress Arleen Sorkin, who was Wessler’s girlfriend, and improv comic Julia Sweeney were his first clients. He wanted Penny to be his third. It was time to make his move.


“Look,” he told Penny. “You understand that when you leave this show, no one’s gonna hire you as an actress. All they know is you’re Laverne. And that’s the only thing they’re gonna be able to remember and know about you.” He predicted the rejections: “No, we don’t want to hire her to be in our movie because she’s Laverne.”


Penny’s reaction to the truth-telling? She gave a lackluster “eh.” Deep down, she knew her limitations as a performer. “I’m not gonna be doing Shakespeare in the Park,” she joked later. To keep her life interesting and stay relevant in a creative community filled with smart, funny, successful people—particularly the smart, funny, successful men whose company she craved—then she had to do something different. What was that something? An open door. The promise of fun around the corner. Sure, Penny liked to complain. But she also liked fun.


“I think you should be a director,” Wessler stated. The pivot made sense: she’d helmed four episodes of Laverne & Shirley. She was already a proven commodity. If they looked past Laverne and took Penny seriously, the suits would see her potential to punch up comedies, to make the laughs louder. “People don’t understand,” he said. “They don’t realize that you know where all the jokes are.”


Penny agreed that directing was a great idea. She hired Wessler as her manager on the spot and opened a door for him—straight to a desk in her office at Paramount, which boasted a thrilling perk: Xerox machines. This was the big time. He felt like a real player. A professional. He had made it, thanks to her.


Penny had contemplated a switch to the director’s chair for years. She directed the 1979 pilot for Working Stiffs, a short-lived sitcom starring Jim Belushi and Michael Keaton, and in 1982, she was in talks to lead her first feature, The Joy of Sex, an erotic comedy vehicle for Saturday Night Live icon John Belushi. The project drew inspiration from Alex Comfort’s best-selling illustrated sex manual of the same name. It fell through when John, her close friend, died from an overdose of heroin and cocaine. Blindsided by the tragedy, she back-burnered her ambitions and turned her full attention to ending Laverne & Shirley, minus Cindy.


Wessler’s enthusiasm reignited her interest at the right time. She had enjoyed her directing gigs, and unlike acting, her physical appearance mattered less. She was dreadfully insecure about her nose, her teeth, and the sound of her voice. Auditions were traumatic. But working on the other side of the camera, she could be admired for her humor, intelligence, and resourcefulness.


“I’m insecure mostly because of my looks,” she told a journalist in 1976. “I keep thinking that they’ll comb my hair, put on lipstick and I’ll turn out to be Liz Taylor. I just cannot bring myself to accept that the homely person on the screen is me. I grew up believing that an actress is supposed to be beautiful. After I saw myself in a Love, American Style segment, I cried for three days. I’ve had braces put on my teeth twice, but they did no good.”
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THE BRONX, 1956. PENNY, A GIRL OF THIRTEEN, WAS CRUSHING HARD ON THE boys in her neighborhood.


“I hit Ronnie and ran and he ran after me,” she wrote in her diary. “I think I love him. And Jeffrey and Gene and Joel and David.”


The self-described tomboy swooned over anyone who noticed her. She flirted with objects of her affection by hitting and running and making them chase her. She’d race Ronnie Kestenbaum and win, leaving her crush in the dust. Ronnie didn’t appreciate losing to a girl (how embarrassing), but Penny relished her victory. She liked being one of the guys. They allowed her into their orbit, not as a sidelined cheerleader but as a teammate. “I wasn’t pretty so I played ball with them,” she explained.


Penny’s athleticism created social opportunities. In a working-class, Jewish-Italian slice of New York, the concrete playground was more level than the fields of the grassy, upper-crust suburbs. A girl could join a box-baseball or stoopball game without much of an argument. Had Penny come of age in a wealthy town with wide, open spaces and white-picket fences, the boys might have laughed her off their baseball diamonds. Her father might have belonged to the country club and paid for private lessons in tennis, a respectable sport for well-bred ladies. Off the court, Posh Penny might burn further physical energy swimming in the club pool or taking her horse out for a ride. I imagine her sitting in the bleachers at school games, cheering on the boys, blindly accepting that she’d always cheer on the boys. Girls in the bleachers; boys on the field. That was the way it was.


But baseball.


In the city, baseball was democratic. You didn’t need to be rich to play it. You didn’t need a fancy house, or a fancy car, or the fanciest equipment. All you needed was a bat and a ball, and preferably a well-broken-in glove. You could play in the street (but watch out for the neighbors’ windows).


Baseball was in Penny’s backyard. She and her friends cut class to watch Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris break records at Yankee Stadium. Mantle and Maris weren’t boys; they were gods. They were as close to the sublime as one could get. She wanted to bask in their glory. She also wanted a piece of it for herself. She dreamed of becoming an Olympic runner and sprinting toward a gold medal. But dreaming that dream was impossible. Her mother, Marjorie, discouraged a future in sports, which meant crossing gender lines into men’s territory. She told her daughter: Boys don’t like it if you’re better than them. If you beat them.


“I wasn’t even thinking about that,” Penny said later. “I just wanted their attention. I didn’t want to be better. It wasn’t a contest. I just wanted to be part of them.”


Unacceptable. Who was going to marry Penny if she acted like a man? How would this unruly child—who climbed into the gutter if you cautioned her not to—ever learn to behave? Penny tested Marjorie’s patience, pushing for more time outside:


“Five more minutes. Please?”


“It’s dark.”


“No, it’s not.”


“Yes, it is.”


“But I can still see the ball.”


“How can you see it in the dark?”


“Just five more minutes.”


Marjorie Marshall had other plans for her youngest child, whom she called “the bad seed.” She owned a dance school where she taught tap, ballet, jazz, and acrobatics to local kids; her husband, Tony, directed industrial films and “had the personality of a lamppost,” Penny said of her dad. Yet he was smart and sporty, easy on the eyes. He had studied advertising at New York University, changing his name from Masciarelli to Marshall to hide his Italian Catholic heritage and improve his career prospects. The Marshalls had a son, Garry, and a daughter, Ronny, before welcoming their third-born, Carole, at St. Vincent’s Hospital on October 15, 1943. She was named after Carole Lombard, Marjorie’s favorite actress, but soon became known by her nickname, Penny. Before her arrival, Garry and Ronny had pooled pennies together, hoping for a pony. Instead, they got a sibling. (Better “Penny” than “Pony,” no?)


They lived in an apartment on the Grand Concourse; Marjorie ran her school in the building’s basement. Marjorie and Tony bickered often. One day, Garry called Ronny and Penny together.


“Listen, we’re not getting much help here,” he said. “I think it’s shaky. So, I suggest that the three of us stay together. Our strength is in the three of us together and that’s what we should do.”


They held hands. But Garry’s protection had geographical limits. Staying together was easier said than done. Garry left for Northwestern University in 1952, when Penny was eight years old, with Ronny enrolling at the Chicago-adjacent higher institution several years later. Penny found herself all alone. She felt like an only child and coped with her loneliness by getting out of the house. “There was always some lady hanging out the window,” she recalled. The busybody would report back to Marjorie that Penny—who began smoking cigarettes in junior high—was up to no good, lounging on the roof or the fire escape. She was a smart kid, real smart, but schoolwork held little interest for her. She was drawn to the social energy of the streets: she could fit in anywhere, within any crowd. (Except the local girl gang, the Magnets, who rejected her. However, the boy gangs, the Falcons and the Sharks, approved of her presence.)


When Penny was a teenager, her mother announced that she planned to divorce Tony. She put Penny on the spot: Which of us do you want to live with? Choose one. (Penny wouldn’t have to. The unhappy marriage remained intact.) Around that time, Marjorie informed Penny that she’d bled while pregnant with her and had hoped that she would die in the womb. “You were a miscarriage,” she said, “but you were stubborn and held on.” Marjorie kept a suicide jar in which she deposited one pill from every prescription she received over the years just in case she became blind and helpless like Penny’s grandmother. With savage sarcasm, she mocked her daughter’s overbite. Those buck teeth, she said, could open a Coke bottle. Years later, on Johnny Carson, Penny did just that, spinning her biggest insecurity into slapstick comedy.


Marjorie’s constant critiques—“Oh, you’re going to wear that”—punctured Penny’s self-esteem. As she got older, Penny found herself needling others without realizing she was doing it.


Maternal influence extended beyond the cutting remark. For Penny, Marjorie modeled an independence that was unusual for a mid-century American wife and mother. She wore pants. She seemed to be the only mother on the block who worked. She took a lot of pride in her small business and pushed Penny to follow in her footsteps. She hoped to raise a dancer, and Penny was her last hope. And while the bad seed would have rather been doing anything else, she satisfied Marjorie by performing as part of her all-girl dance troupe, the Marshallettes. She hated it. However, she had little choice in the matter. If Penny didn’t dance, Marjorie threatened, then she’d have to spend Saturday cleaning the house or doing the grocery shopping. In an act of rebellion, Penny unzipped her fellow dancers’ leotards during kickline numbers.


“This was her life’s work, and she approached it with an obsessive, missionlike zeal,” Penny wrote in her memoir, My Mother Was Nuts. “She believed every child should know what it feels like to entertain. It didn’t matter if they were short or tall, talented or just a kid whose mother dropped her off to get her out of her hair for an hour. She felt it was important to have the experience of hearing applause and making people happy.”


Marjorie boldly pursued television gigs for her junior Rockette project. In 1952, the troupe was invited to perform live on The Jackie Gleason Show. Soon before hitting the stage, the dancers learned that their white tap shoes were the wrong color for the broadcast. Marjorie, calm amid the crisis, directed them to paint over the white with rose-colored stage makeup. Problem solved. All the while, Penny was suffering from a nasty flu. Her backup dancer waited in the wings to take her place.


“Do you want her to be in the show instead of you?” Marjorie asked, to which Penny shook her head, rising to the occasion.


“OK, I’ll dance,” she said.


The show must go on. And off it went, without a hitch. It was a miracle that Penny hadn’t vomited all over the floor.


Her TV appearances continued. The Marshallettes won The Original Amateur Hour three times and booked appearances everywhere from charity galas to a psychiatric hospital to a lesbian club in Manhattan’s West Village. “Keep close,” her mother cautioned. “Keep close.”


Penny kept on tapping through adolescence. At that point, she was no amateur. She could most certainly call herself a pro. She went out there and did her thing and did it well. She heard applause. She made people happy.


But the tap life wasn’t for her. After graduating from Walton High School in 1961, she flung off her dancing shoes—those symbols of parent-induced agony and unexpected pride—and headed west, as far from the Grand Concourse as she could get. She enrolled at the University of New Mexico, in Albuquerque of all places, majoring in recreation, of all majors.


(As a high school senior, Penny had looked inside the crystal ball of her future and envisioned being a secretary. She took a typing course to prepare herself, knowing a working woman’s limited prospects. In a grim reminder, Ronny signed up for secretarial school after graduating from Northwestern. “If that was the case,” Penny asked, “why did I need to give a shit about grades? If my choice was boys or books, I picked boys.”)


If Penny had been forced to declare her true major, chances are she would’ve chosen Sports Groupie Studies. Once on campus, Penny immediately gravitated toward the football players. They were tall and Waspy, different from the guys she knew back home. “I was in heaven, but it would have killed my mother; for 12 years she had sent me to kosher summer camps, even though we were Protestants, because she insisted Jews made the best husbands,” Penny once remarked.


By surprise, she became pregnant. “I got nailed,” she said later. “Thank you. A one in a million chance. What are you going to do? You make your bed, you sleep in it.”


She married the father, six-foot-four Mickey Henry, who played football on scholarship, and dropped out of school her junior year. In July 1964, she gave birth to their daughter, Tracy Lee Henry. The child was a living doll, with a cute, chatty personality and dark brown hair and eyes like Mickey’s.


Penny, who changed her last name to Henry, worked as a secretary to pay the bills. When Marjorie encouraged her to teach dance in Albuquerque, she didn’t brush off the suggestion as she normally would have. She got a job at the area’s best dance school and smoked cigarettes while choreographing routines. The good news: it paid better than typing seventy words per minute. The bad: her marriage was on the rocks. Two years after welcoming Tracy, Penny and Mickey decided to divorce. They’d gotten married too young. They parted after she returned from playing Ado Annie in a month-long production of Oklahoma! in Durango, Colorado. She got the gig thanks to her undeniable stage presence as a chorus girl in South Pacific at Albuquerque’s opera house. Originally, she was asked to choreograph the show. She said no. The idea sounded overwhelming; after all, she had a kid. She did agree, however, to perform in the background, demonstrating the confidence she gleaned from her childhood training.


In Colorado, she stole the spotlight. It was a high point amid domestic ennui; Penny had been in her element, surrounded by actors and creatives who came alive at night.


Mickey’s mother and grandmother did not take well to the news of the breakup. They tried to hide Tracy, fearing that Penny would take her to New York. When Marjorie showed up in New Mexico, she and Tracy’s paternal grandmother obtained joint custody of the toddler in court—or so she told Penny, who thought Marjorie might have made up the story. If so, perhaps Penny and Mickey deserved their parents’ shady power move, the rudderless single mother came to believe, thinking, I’m no good. He’s no good. So we’re fucked.


Dating was impossible where she was. Her low status as a divorcée made her damaged goods to judgy moms with dateable sons. She had no future in the desert. And if she moved in with her parents, she’d be treated like Tracy. Like a child. She needed a new life. Where could she go? What would she do?


She picked up the phone and called Garry, now a successful TV writer and producer in Hollywood. He had left the Bronx and never looked back. She barely knew her brother anymore. Could he help her?
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THE CALL FROM HIS BABY SISTER, A STRANGER, CAUGHT GARRY MARSHALL OFF guard. He and Penny were related by blood, but to him, she’d become just a name on a birthday card. A distant relative with whom he’d lost touch.


Remember his pact to keep the Marshall kids together? Ah, yes. That. Another older brother might have hung up the phone and let the verbal contract expire. Not Garry. He felt an obligation toward helping family. Penny, though. Yeesh. She seemed to be a lost soul, potentially even a lost cause. So young, already so much baggage.


She showed up on Garry’s doorstep without her daughter, who remained in the care of the Henry women while Marjorie returned to New York. If she wanted his brotherly wisdom and support, then she’d have to explain her motivations for coming to LA, a working town fueled by passion for showbiz, cutthroat ambition, and simmering revenge. (Could she survive?)


“What do you have in mind?” he asked.


“I don’t know; I’m not good at anything,” she said, sounding like Eeyore.


Oh, come on. Garry was too preoccupied to hold her hands this time. He was moving and shaking and trying to make things happen. He couldn’t be dragged down by directionless dead weight.


“Well, we could have dinner and we could talk,” he said, “but we’re already talking in circles here, so go away. Look, I can’t do anything until you come and tell me that there’s something you like. I give up on something you love. You’re not a person who loves something at this point, but you must tell me something you like or I’m not talking to you anymore.”


She came back two days later with an answer.


He watched her frowning face almost light up as she told him about Ado Annie.


“But you don’t sing so good,” he said, an echo of Marjorie in his remark. Marjorie always told Penny she couldn’t carry a tune.


“No, that was the thing; I was petrified, but I sang Ado Annie, which is not so much singing as acting,” he later quoted Penny as saying. “I did Ado Annie, and they laughed, and they applauded, and I felt good.”


“That was it?”


“That was it. When I felt good.”


A-ha. At that moment, he understood exactly who she was: an actress!


The glint in her eye was a sign. Garry decided to pull some strings. He was in a cushy position to do so, having written for The Dick Van Dyke Show and The Lucy Show. He opened a door for her to join the 1968 big-screen comedy How Sweet It Is! starring James Garner and Debbie Reynolds as a husband and wife flirting with infidelity during a trip to France. Garry and his creative partner Jerry Belson cowrote and produced the film. Penny’s role: School Girl.


It was rough out there for a Nobody. Even one related to a Somebody. On her own, Penny had trouble landing auditions. She lacked the pep and perky charm of ingenues like Farrah Fawcett, with whom she starred in a Head and Shoulders commercial. They played roommates sharing a bathroom. Farrah popped her head out of the shower, asking to borrow Penny’s shampoo.


“I know it really works against your dandruff,” she chirped. “But what about my gorgeous hair?”


“Your gorgeous hair will love it,” Penny deadpanned.


While the crew lit the set, Penny witnessed a humiliating sight that deflated her morale: Farrah’s stand-in wore a sign around her neck that read “PRETTY GIRL,” with Penny’s stand-in labeled “HOMELY GIRL.” Farrah, trying to remedy the situation, had someone cross out “HOMELY” and write “PLAIN.”


Penny went home that night and cried. She thought about quitting but had no fallback plan. Despite her setbacks, she kept tapping along. LA overflowed with fellow neurotics; it was beginning to feel like home.


Later, she snagged a part in an episode of a new NBC series called Then Came Bronson. On the set, she met Jack Klugman, who played Oscar Madison in Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple during its hit Broadway run. Garry asked Penny to ask Klugman if the actor would consider reprising Oscar in a small-screen adaptation he had cooking at ABC. When pitching famous strangers, Penny lacked fear. What’s the worst Klugman could say: No?


She did Garry’s bidding, and Klugman agreed to resurrect Oscar the slouch to Tony Randall’s uptight Felix Unger in 1970. The sitcom became a critical darling, with Garry casting Penny in a small but scene-stealing role as Oscar’s gloomy secretary, Myrna Turner. She started out shaky—her anxiety was such that Klugman had to carry her to her mark—but she quickly mastered the assignment. Nevertheless, Paramount Television, which bankrolled The Odd Couple, penalized Penny for her ties to Garry. While the show’s supporting actors earned raises of $100 per week, Penny was excluded from the cash rewards.


Accusations of nepotism (not untrue) would dog Penny throughout her career. The chatter, laced with resentment, undermined a gifted entertainer. It created the feeling that she hadn’t deserved her fame. That more than anything, her connections and last name—changed from Henry back to Marshall—had led to plum gigs for which an aspiring Lucille Ball would kill.


First, Penny was known as Garry’s sister. Then, at age twenty-seven, she became Rob Reiner’s wife. She married the actor in April 1971 after he taped the first thirteen episodes of his CBS sitcom All in the Family. They served Chinese takeout at the reception in Beverly Hills. She kept her surname.


“I’ll always be your best friend,” he vowed.


“I’ll try not to make you nervous,” she vowed.


Marjorie could not have dreamed a rosier match for Penny: Rob boasted a Jewish background but wasn’t raised with religion. As a boy, he had lived across the street from Penny for a time, although they never met. He adopted Tracy as his own, and when she came to live with them in LA, the pretty, precocious girl changed her last name to Reiner. Rob was funny and honest, abrasive and driven. His father, Carl, a living legend in the comedy world, created The Dick Van Dyke Show and directed clever movies like Oh, God! and The Jerk. Rob, an aspirant director, yearned to step out from under Carl’s outsized shadow. Inside the Reiner-Marshall home, he fostered a salon of sorts for men who told jokes, wore lots of sweaters, smoked pot, and schemed to make a mark in the business. Regulars included Albert Brooks, Jim Brooks, and Richard Dreyfuss. Sometimes women came over, though they were girlfriends-of and thereby accessories to male ambition.


“The girls weren’t encouraged to talk,” Penny said. “I knew how to do needlepoint. Anything to keep my hands from my throat. Rug hooking. I would roll the grass. I listened. I could say a line here and there from the kitchen.”


Rob praised Penny’s skills in front of the camera to Carl, but Carl raised an eyebrow. She was so quiet. “The way she schlumps around, you forget she’s a trained dancer,” he said.


When The Odd Couple ended in 1975, Penny sank deeper into a funk. She would often lie in bed during the daytime, letting the hours pass until the sun slipped behind the horizon. (Then she got out of bed and acted as though she had been up and about all day.) She began seeing a therapist and scored a promising job: in preparation for the Bicentennial on July 4, 1976—the 200th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence—Penny joined a hip collective of performers writing sketches for a TV spoof that Francis Ford Coppola was producing about the patriotic milestone. Her assigned writing partner, the up-and-coming Cindy Williams, had starred in the popular teen movie American Graffiti. On the outside, Penny and Cindy seemed as different as night and day, milk and Pepsi, Oscar and Felix. Penny projected a misleading low energy; Cindy bubbled over like uncorked champagne. Penny, even as she was intensely neurotic, appeared droll and laid-back, the sort to hang in the back of the class, passing notes and cracking jokes; that made Cindy, with her sunny Sally Field patina, the Homecoming Queen sporting her boyfriend’s letterman jacket over her shoulders. Few would think to put those two together, opposing life forces and all, yet their chemistry crackled.


“We had the exact same sense of humor,” Cindy told me in 2022. In one sketch they wrote, “The Salem Witch Trials,” the duo lampooned the absurdity of the accusations against innocent women and men in colonial Massachusetts. Cindy played a man accused of witchcraft because he always kept his hands in his pockets. She and Penny busted up laughing when Penny suggested his courtroom defense: “I have paper hands.”


One day, Garry invited them to appear on an episode of Happy Days, his top-rated ABC comedy set in the 1950s. They were to ham it up as Laverne and Shirley, a pair of gum-chewing, boy-crazy Pink Lady types who double-date with Richie and The Fonz. “Hookers,” Cindy recalled thinking. “This will be fun.” Their schtick led to a spin-off, Laverne & Shirley, in which Garry toned down the characters’ insolence and transformed them into virginal blue-collar heroines. The set designers at Paramount, which coproduced Garry’s shows, tried to make the girls’ apartment look middle-class chic, like that of Mary Tyler Moore, adding a lovely wall-to-wall sofa, cherry wood furniture, and porcelain tchotchkes. The costars balked, redecorating the set with a lot of junk, including Penny’s vintage record collection. These girls are poor, Penny argued. They can’t afford the finer things. They can’t wear fancy clothes. The costume department, which dressed Audrey Hepburn in her heyday, threw up its hands as the stars did the unthinkable: they repeated the same articles of clothing over different episodes.


Laverne & Shirley debuted in January 1976, airing Tuesday nights after Happy Days. They were a ratings smash. Critics pounced, savaging the show as dumb and unsophisticated, but in flyover markets where a coastal critic wouldn’t be caught dead, viewers fell in love. They saw adorable goofs who made do with little. Who wiggled out of unfortunate situations through pluck and teamwork. Who mirrored themselves or the girls next door. Who reminded them of happier days when the world wasn’t so damn crazy.


Garry purposely staged his family-friendly sitcoms in the ’50s to avoid addressing the economic and social upheaval of the 1970s. Nostalgia offered an escape from chronic inflation, the threat of job loss, and all those pushy broads asking for a bigger piece of a small pie. Fine, Laverne and Shirley had big mouths, but they weren’t trying to climb the corporate ladder or divorce a husband. Their world was small, cozy, and safe. They always landed on their feet, no matter what.


Inside soundstage 20, tension charged the atmosphere. The actors, including David Lander and Michael McKean, battled the writers over the scripts. “We wanted it better,” Penny said of the show. “And sometimes we didn’t do it so nicely.” As one of the show’s directors, Alan Rafkin, explained, “It was an asylum. And I was there to see if I couldn’t calm the patients down just a hair.”


In contrast to the happier Happy Days cast and crew, who went home at 3 p.m. every day, Laverne and company stayed late, sometimes junking a script entirely and starting from scratch. At one point, Cindy tried to fire Lowell Ganz, a writer on Laverne & Shirley. Penny put her foot down; she trusted Ganz to know what was funny. Cindy and her manager worried that Penny’s family ties offered an unfair advantage, and it was easy to see why they felt that way: Garry had hired Tony Marshall to help manage his company, Henderson Productions, named after a character in his first TV script. Garry disliked confrontation; he preferred writing to managing. He needed a father figure to impose authority, so he empowered Tony to hire and fire, negotiate with Paramount, and control the budget. On one occasion when Penny angered Tony, he withheld her paycheck. “Pop, she’s a star,” Garry pleaded, defending his sister.


Penny and Cindy yelled at each another, pulling no punches. “We were like sisters,” Cindy told me, adding, “I wouldn’t call it rivalry.” Their approaches differed. Penny expected a lot, perhaps too much, from Cindy and those around her. She’d have her lines memorized and ask why Cindy, who had dyslexia, didn’t know hers by heart. And if she didn’t like what someone was doing, she’d grit her teeth.


“Are you gonna get that time step?” she asked Cindy during a tap dance number. “Stand back, and I’ll show you!”


Penny could be obsessive. She’d wear Cindy down. “That’s the best it’s gonna be,” Cindy would tell her, matching expectations with reality.


Penny’s detail-oriented perfectionism annoyed Cindy. Many times when blocking a scene, she directed the movements with rigid precision, saying, “This goes there, that goes there.” Sometimes Penny incorporated too many props into a sequence, overcomplicating things and losing sight of the joke.


“That’s not funny,” Cindy would say.


“Shut up,” Penny would snap back.


Often, though, the badgering pushed Cindy to make her acting crisper. While Penny considered Cindy the better actress of the pair, Cindy deemed Penny brilliant. She moved fluidly, her inventive physicality recalling I Love Lucy. She made rigorous physical comedy appear effortless. In an early episode of Laverne & Shirley called “Angels of Mercy,” Laverne—volunteering as a candy striper—makes a hospital bed with the patient still in it. “During rehearsal, instead of following the script, I simply tried to make the bed,” Penny wrote later.




At one point, I tugged on the sheets, lost my footing and slipped under the bed. A light went off in my head. I realized that I could take the bit even further. The next time I practiced it I asked the prop man to powder the floor. When I did it again, I slid almost all the way under the bed. I heard the crew laughing, and even better, I saw my brother wiping tears from his eyes. I knew I couldn’t get a bigger compliment.





By season three, Laverne & Shirley was the most-watched TV show in America, besting Happy Days as well as the Emmy-winning All in the Family (which featured Penny’s husband Rob, and dared to tackle topical issues like racism, abortion, and Vietnam). “Not one award,” Penny griped to Cindy of their lack of recognition. (Correction: Not for nothing, they did win honors from the brewery workers’ union and the Stuntmen’s Association of Motion Pictures for doing their own stunts.) The critical gatekeepers’ hauteur rankled them. It insulted their hard work and loyal viewership. While both women earned Golden Globe nominations (Penny three and Cindy one), the Emmy Awards turned up the proverbial nose.


The indignities continued in the workplace. Through the grapevine they discovered that two actors from a rival Paramount program made double their salaries. When confronted with the discrepancy, Paramount pushed back. “Yeah, but they’re men,” Cindy said, summing up the studio’s response. The Powers That Be threatened to drop the show.


“We actually believed that,” Cindy said. “Penny did too.” Cindy asked herself why Garry, who possessed the clout to make things happen, didn’t advocate on their behalf.


Penny, by now the most famous Marshall, accepted the status quo. “That’s where she would not have confidence in the show,” Cindy said.


She worried that a bigger salary could disrupt her marriage. What if she upstaged Rob, replacing him as the household breadwinner?


Boys don’t like it if you’re better than them. Let them win.


All the better to blend in with the boys than repel them with a feminist cause. In those days, Paramount resembled a bustling college campus. Actors and writers shared meals in the commissary and blew off steam between tapings. It was exciting. Penny played first base on the Happy Days softball team, which counted Tom Hanks, an affable whippersnapper in his mid-twenties, among the players. An indefinable charisma seeped through his pores.


Outgoing and self-assured, cute but not conventionally handsome, Tom was a fleeting fixture on the Paramount lot. Though his two-season ABC sitcom Bosom Buddies succumbed to low ratings in 1982, he and costar Peter Scolari cultivated a reputation for offbeat humor and improvisational hijinks. Their characters, cash-strapped corporate underlings, conspired to dress in drag so they could live at the affordable, women-only Susan B. Anthony Hotel. Tom knew firsthand what living paycheck to paycheck was like, barely making ends meet to support his wife and their young son. He loved having TV money and sharing a spotlight with Scolari. But he grew tired of the cross-dressing conceit and the network’s control over him. “I was an asshole for six months, and no one would tell me I was an asshole,” he admitted later. “When you’re the star of a series, you magnify trivial things. ‘I can’t say this! I won’t do that!’ You live in this airplane hangar, and you think you’re important when you’re not. You’re really not.”


At the time, he wanted off the show. He envied Tom Selleck of Magnum, P.I. for landing magazine covers. Where was his big People moment? Stage 25 was a prison; Bosom Buddies dimmed his light. When Paramount finally hit the cancel button and he returned to the hustle as a free agent, Tom realized that he had it good for a while. He just didn’t know it. Nor could he have known then how his life would change in explosive ways to create celluloid permanence. How one day Penny Marshall—yes, Laverne—would open all the right doors.















Second Inning



FIRST STRIKE


ROB MOVED OUT IN AUGUST 1979. HE AND PENNY DECIDED TO SEPARATE after nearly a decade of marriage, and suddenly, Penny found herself alone in an empty house. She looked at the other side of her bed, where Rob once slept, and felt his absence. In these moments, she harbored second thoughts.


“Why exchange an imperfect husband, whose failings I can deal with, for an imperfect stranger?” she pondered.


The split was inevitable. The power couple, who once graced the cover of People (the headline: “Meathead & His Missus”), had grown apart. Laverne & Shirley eclipsed All in the Family’s popularity, creating an imbalance that caused Penny to feel apologetic and ashamed. “I didn’t want to make more money than he did because I knew it would be a problem,” she recalled. “So I negotiated lower and he said, ‘What, are you crazy?’”


Rob’s departure from All in the Family, and his role as Archie Bunker’s liberal son-in-law Meathead, widened the gulf between them. She was red hot; his star was cooling. He should have known. In this business, one day you were up and the next day you were down, and then another guy—or even your wife—took your place.


The headache of renovating their home in Encino didn’t help matters. They squeezed temporarily into the guesthouse, which was hell. But they never fought or argued. Instead, they asked each other, Is this it? Are we happy? No, they weren’t.


Twilight was the loneliest time for Penny. She preferred to have a man on the property—a relief at night—so she leased the guesthouse to Richard Dreyfuss, then Tim Matheson. She moved out, hopping from rental home to rental home. Finally, in the early 1980s, she put down roots, buying a mid-century estate in the Hollywood Hills with sweeping views of the city below. At night the lights twinkled like stars. Tracy occupied a wing, and Penny invited friends to fill the empty spaces. Jim Belushi stayed two years and Joe Pesci three, overlapping with Saturday Night Live’s Jon Lovitz. She made her houseguests pay their own phone bills and forbade their girlfriends from sleeping over. (She wasn’t into making small talk with the women.) When not working, traveling, or partying, she liked to hunker down in bed with her cigarettes and remote controls. She kept the curtains drawn. One friend called her bedroom “The Cave.”


By the time Penny and Rob made their divorce official in 1981, Penny had dived into a bicoastal social scene where drugs flowed freely. She forged an instant bond with Star Wars heroine Carrie Fisher, a loyal friend during the highs and lows, and spent time in New York dating actor David Dukes and musician Art Garfunkel. She befriended director Steven Spielberg, who cast her in a minor role in his John Belushi comedy 1941, a big-budget flop. “I tried to get a Quaalude in him,” she reminisced in her memoir. “They were my drug of choice.” Spielberg, a “square,” didn’t dabble in recreational sedatives, though he couldn’t avoid the ubiquity of such substances in the circles in which he moved. When Penny brought him to John’s thirty-first birthday in LA, there were partiers freebasing cocaine—cooking it, then inhaling it. Penny took a hit. “My neck and chest froze,” she said. “I left the bathroom with my upper body temporarily paralyzed. That was fun?”


Another time, she and Carrie tried LSD while visiting John and Dan Aykroyd in Chicago, where the actors filmed The Blues Brothers. The women rode up and down the elevator at the Ritz-Carlton, dissolving into giddy laughter. Shortly afterward, Penny suffered a distressing anxiety attack. She and Carrie were due in Albuquerque the following day to play baseball in a Happy Days charity game. Penny phoned her straightlaced brother to let him know what was going on.


“Well, I think you just need to get through it,” Garry said.


When they met on the diamond hours later, he rubbed her back and asked, “So tell me, that was fun for you?”


As Penny lived it up, reclaiming the years she lost to domesticity, her work ethic remained unshakable. And by the time she began thinking about directing as a safety net, a way to survive after Laverne and keep playing with the boys, she embodied a rare case: a woman who didn’t have to claw and climb and bust down doors to make a movie. Penny’s powerful network of male supporters rallied around her. Spielberg admired the way Penny validated needy men with artistic temperaments, really listening to their problems. “Directing is babysitting,” he told her. “You do it for free. Why don’t you get paid for it?”


He paid attention to how easily she put complicated jigsaw puzzles together—that, right there, was editing. He talked her up to Mike Ovitz, her agent at Creative Artists Agency.


On the set of Laverne & Shirley, “She used to cut film in her head while she was acting,” said Jack Winters, one of the show’s seasoned directors. “When I directed, I’d go, ‘Oh, god, we’ve got 12 new pages out of 26 and they’ll never learn it!’ And Penny was out there, and not only had she learned her lines, and was doing something new to get a laugh, but she was already going, ‘OK, we’ve got C camera on this, so we can cut that and go to closeup and then cut to the master.’”


As a concession to keep a restless Penny on ABC’s lineup, Paramount approved her taking Winters’s place on occasion. “This [show] isn’t worth me doing, unless I can direct,” Todd Smith, who handled Penny for Ovitz at CAA, quotes her as saying.


When Paramount dangled The Joy of Sex for Penny to direct, she doubted her ability to juggle Laverne and a lowbrow side-hustle. Would Marty Scorsese do this film? she wondered. Would De Niro act in a film like this? The responsibility. The potential to fail. It scared her. She and her shrink would have a lot to discuss.


The Joy of Sex made John Belushi nervous too. While Paramount envisioned an irreverent crowd-pleaser akin to Airplane!, this project specifically conjured carnal lust. That meant Penny could witness John in various racy and vulnerable positions. He thought Laverne & Shirley was garbage and told her so. At Saturday Night Live, he undermined women performers and writers, demanding the show fire them. In rehearsals he intentionally sabotaged sketches written by women so that they never got a chance to air on primetime. He said, “Women are just fundamentally not funny.”


Given John’s hostility, Penny stood to become another target of his swaggering chauvinism. Yet she saw promise in John Hughes’s script for The Joy of Sex and hosted a reading at her home with Ed Begley Jr. and Carol Kane acting the roles and Spielberg on hand to snap photos. The night before John was to meet with the studio about boarding the Penny train, he overdosed. Had she been with him, would he still be alive? Once, she had flushed John’s heroin down the toilet, saying, “Don’t fuck with that stuff.” (She’d tried the drug and it made her nauseous.) His death waved a red flag for Hollywood’s libertines and addictive personalities: what happened to Belushi could happen to me.


In December 1983, Marjorie Marshall, who’d long ago traded the Grand Concourse for Southern California, the family’s adopted coast, died after battling Alzheimer’s. Seven years earlier she had flubbed a line while making a brief appearance on Happy Days; the memory loss resulted in her diagnosis. “Maybe it’s good—she won’t know who I am and will like me better,” Penny joked. The matriarch had been in a coma when the Marshalls gathered at Northwestern University to dedicate the Marjorie Ward Marshall Dance Center, their $1 million gift to her. Penny cried, thinking, I wish Mom could see this. Months later, with Tracy in tow, she opened a window in Saturday Night Live creator Lorne Michaels’s Manhattan office and fulfilled Marjorie’s wish: she sprinkled her ashes in the air above Broadway.


That was also the year Penny buried Laverne & Shirley. She took exciting trips abroad, touring Australia and New Zealand with Simon and Garfunkel and crashing Carrie and Paul Simon’s honeymoon in Egypt. She and Art Garfunkel had a quirky off-and-on romance that ran its course in the early 1980s.


On April 9, 1984, Penny attended the Oscars as a guest of Larry Gordon, who produced Terms of Endearment along with her friend Jim Brooks, also the director of the five-hankie melodrama. It swept the awards, winning Best Picture and Best Director in addition to Best Supporting Actor for Jack Nicholson. Debra Winger lost Best Actress to Shirley MacLaine, who played her prim, overbearing mother in the movie. The actresses famously clashed during the filming, and in one unscripted episode, Debra lifted her skirt to fart in Shirley’s face. The offscreen friction generated authentic sparks between their warring characters. In her acceptance speech, Shirley praised Debra’s “turbulent brilliance.” Then she said, “I deserve this.”


Later that night, Penny ran into Debra at an after-party, thinking she “must have felt like shit.” She and Debra sat together and smoked for a while. Debra mentioned the next picture in her queue, a high-concept comedy-drama called Peggy Sue Got Married about a grown woman who wakes up as her seventeen-year-old self. A teenager again, she reconnects with her high school sweetheart, the younger version of her husband from whom she’s estranged in the future. The flame is rekindled. As it happened, Penny had read the script for Peggy Sue. She found its premise intriguing, even profound. It had a Frank Capra quality that touched her heart.


“Why don’t you direct?” Debra asked Penny.


“I don’t direct,” she answered, seeming to forget the time she nearly helmed The Joy of Sex.


“Well, maybe you will,” Debra said.


When debating whether to do a movie, Debra could turn commitment-phobic; she was opinionated and demanding, a popular actress unafraid to make enemies. Peggy Sue’s first director, Jonathan Demme, walked away after a conflict with Debra, leaving a convenient hole for Penny to fill. Debra encouraged producer Ray Stark to hire her. He did so begrudgingly. As soon as the light turned green, Penny launched into casting mode and approached Tom Hanks and Sean Penn about roles. She had spent nearly a month prepping the movie when Stark and his producing team fired her without notice. LA Weekly reported that Stark thought Peggy Sue was too big, too important, for a novice like Penny to screw up. In a rare gesture, he threw his support behind the screenwriters—typically the lowest in the filmmaking hierarchy—who resisted changes that Penny and Debra wanted to make. The women departed Peggy Sue, and Francis Ford Coppola stepped in to take the reins with Kathleen Turner in the lead.


Penny couldn’t seem to catch a break.


The boys were winning. She lagged as her peers, the boys, flourished in the film world. Spielberg was Spielberg, a generational talent. A wunderkind. He was always going to win. Garry navigated a smooth transition from TV showrunner to movie director with the coming-of-age comedy The Flamingo Kid, and Ron Howard, who played Richie on Happy Days, ditched acting to embark on a lofty second act behind the lens. His romantic comedy Splash turned Tom Hanks into the leading man he wanted to be. After Bosom Buddies, Tom took a recurring role on Family Ties, playing Michael J. Fox’s alcoholic Uncle Ned. (As the saying goes, there are no small roles! Only small actors. But thanks to Splash, Tom made the permanent leap to the medium that, for more than a century, carried bigger clout, prospects, and paydays.)


Rob Reiner also sprinted ahead of Penny. His directorial debut, the rock mockumentary This Is Spinal Tap, became an instant cult classic. Laverne & Shirley’s Michael McKean costarred alongside Christopher Guest as members of the pretentious heavy metal group Spinal Tap. They improvised dialogue that the movie’s superfans quoted to each other like inside jokes that flew over the heads of the uninitiated. (“He died in a bizarre gardening accident some years back,” McKean says of a former drummer. Guest replies, “… the authorities said, you know, best leave it unsolved, really.”)


While Penny held social advantages over lesser-known woman filmmakers—none of whom could say their joint birthday parties with Carrie Fisher were triple-VIP events—she ranked low on the long list of directors who got their first crack at A-list projects. To get the ball rolling, she set up a development deal at Warner Brothers, following the trend of big-name actresses like Goldie Hawn, Jane Fonda, and Jessica Lange who hatched studio deals, leveraging star power for a modicum of control within a patriarchal system.


Penny understood well that unlike Hawn, she’d have a harder time parlaying TV celebrity into movie stardom. With that in mind, she accepted leads in movies designed just for the tube: the romcom Love Thy Neighbor paired her with John Ritter, and in the feel-good story Challenge of a Lifetime, she played a divorced single mother who enters a triathlon and regains her confidence. Challenge of a Lifetime capitalized on the fitness craze that swept the nation during the Reagan Era, when Fonda incited millions of women to “Feel the burn!” in her workout videos. While suburban housewives tried to harden their figures and look as lean and lithe as Jane, the track phenom Florence Griffith Joyner, known as FloJo, offered another ideal: that of the woman athlete as superhero, all strength and speed and swagger, a human bolt of lightning. FloJo, the fastest woman in the world, wore brightly colored outfits and long hair and nails in competition, bringing style and flair to the field. She reveled in her athletic excellence. Her body didn’t exist to squeeze into pre-baby Calvin Kleins. To please men. Her body belonged to her—and look what it could do.


If Penny never fulfilled the Olympic-runner fantasy she dreamed in girlhood, which FloJo lived out in spectacular ways, then at least she had the opportunity to cross the finish line on a Thursday night special. Both the actress and the Olympian helped pave the way for movies about athletic women, laying the groundwork for A League of Their Own.


But overall, “I wasn’t anxious to work,” Penny said of that time. “I’m happy to be in love more than I am to work.” Her career responsibilities took a personal toll, and she got complacent. She wanted a fuller life with steady romance. In the fall of 1985, she decided to buy an apartment in New York, where cynicism reigned supreme. New Yorkers read the Daily News and the Post, not Variety. They also walked everywhere. Penny, who didn’t drive, felt at ease on the lively streets she used to call home. In New York, she heard thick accents like hers. Having a thick accent was a unifying trait rather than a casting or dating dealbreaker.


While touring homes on the Upper West Side, she bumped into Debra, whom she loved, on the set of the crime caper Legal Eagles. Interpersonal drama plagued the production, which costarred Robert Redford and Daryl Hannah. Debra had been slow to leave her dressing room. Frank Price, the Universal Pictures chairman who green-lighted Legal Eagles, pegged Hannah as the source of Debra’s issues. “I had concluded that Debra has a problem when there’s another attractive woman cast in the picture with her,” he says. “There’s something competitive there.”


All told, Redford was no shrinking violet either. “The movie did fine,” Legal Eagles director Ivan Reitman said later. “It turned out to be more expensive than it should have been because it was the only time I went over schedule shooting, and that was because the two stars got to fighting so much that neither of them wanted to come out. Debra was just probably the worst person I’ve ever worked with in 40 years of making films with all kinds of stars and all kinds of actors. Ironically, she was the one who got all the best reviews when that film came out.”


Within days, Penny found new digs on West End Avenue. She went out to dinner with Whoopi Goldberg, another smart cookie who spoke her mind. Whoopi was shooting Jumpin’ Jack Flash, a comedy from 20th Century Fox, in the city. Her star was on the rise. Her one-woman Broadway show, which aired on HBO, had captured Spielberg’s attention, leading him to cast her as Celie in The Color Purple, a drama slated for release that December. Meanwhile, an aura of doom enshrouded Jumpin’ Jack Flash as key crew members dropped like flies.
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THE MOVIE’S PRODUCERS, LARRY GORDON AND JOEL SILVER, SOON PHONED Penny with an urgent request. Whoopi and director Howard Zieff weren’t getting along, and Zieff had fled the picture eight days into filming. Could Penny jump in there and get the job done? They knew she knew Whoopi—they knew about the friendly dinner—so perhaps Penny would have the magic touch to smooth over difficulties going forward.


“Can I read the script?” Penny asked.


“What do you need to do that for?” Silver said.


Under Gordon and Silver’s tight schedule, Penny would get just one week to prepare—not nearly enough time. The script was such a mess, even earlier versions penned by Nancy Meyers and David Mamet hadn’t panned out. The job made Penny the captain of the freakin’ Titanic, attempting to steer the ship after it had already hit the iceberg. Who the hell wanted that responsibility?


“I don’t know,” she told her manager, Charlie Wessler, of the offer. “It’s like picking up somebody else’s trash.”


Wessler agreed: Jumpin’ Jack Flash was not the right movie to be her first. But with that said! Why turn down a paid scholarship at a major motion picture studio? Laverne had made Penny rich. She didn’t need the money. But she needed the experience. “You’re going to learn,” he said. When she consulted Garry, he echoed that sentiment, saying, “Just don’t fall down. And finish.” Spielberg reminded her to take the lens cap off the camera.


Thirty-six hours later, Penny arrived on set in LA, where Jumpin’ Jack Flash relocated with a newly hired director of photography, Matt Leonetti, replacing Jan de Bont. At 5 a.m., a cruel hour for a night owl, Penny had messy hair and red-rimmed eyes. She introduced herself to the men on the crew. “I ask only one thing,” she said. “When I make mistakes—and I will make them—please don’t go behind my back and make faces. Just come up and tell me.”


She lacked know-how about lenses and lighting and blocking scenes using one camera as opposed to the three that surrounded Laverne and Shirley’s bachelorette pad. Every night, Leonetti, whose credits included Weird Science and Poltergeist, helped Penny map out daily shooting schedules. Sometimes she had him act out a scene so she could visualize it better. She got little sleep. Worse still, she suffered cramps on the job. “That wasn’t too pleasant,” she recalled. “At one point, I said, ‘I’d much rather act.’ Actors get treated better. Actors get babied.”


Penny lamented the slow pace of filmmaking: waiting on the lights, the angles, the master shot. She thought, Kill me now. On the second day of the shoot, Whoopi invited Penny into her makeup trailer to get freshened up—a small act of kindness that pleased Penny but irked the abrasive Silver, who went looking for her.


“What are you doing?” he said, walking into the trailer.


“I felt that really I needed to get made up,” she answered.


“Penny, you’re the director of the movie.”


“I can still look good. I just need to feel better.”


“Penny, get the fuck out of here and get to the set.”


“When I’m finished being made up then I’ll go to the set.”


The actors, the performance, that was what Penny knew best. On a personal level, she connected with Whoopi’s character, Terry Doolittle, a lonely IT employee at a Manhattan bank who becomes an unlikely asset for an international spy. The plot spins into motion when a cryptic message flashes on Terry’s computer screen. “I’m in trouble,” it reads. “I need you.” Penny, the reluctant captain of a sinking ship, could relate to such a left-field request.


Whoopi, her most important passenger, voiced concern about working with Penny. “She is a television actress,” Silver quoted her saying. “What does she know about comedy?”


Whoopi often resisted Penny’s suggestions. Penny liked actors to improvise and feed her options for the editing suite. But Whoopi hesitated to go off-script and invent new comic material if she wasn’t feeling it. “Do you know what it’s like doing something stupid over and over again?” she complained. She was game one day and uncooperative the next. She’d sit at the computer with her lines visible on the monitor and say, “I don’t feel so good.”


On Jumpin’ Jack Flash, Whoopi was loath to leave the comfort of her trailer. She refused to do a stunt that made her nervous, throwing her shoes at a producer in protest. Her agent at CAA, Ron Meyer, advised her to make the best of the situation. The Color Purple, which starred a predominantly Black cast, had been a delight. It was difficult to go from that to sets where, as she observed, “all they could really see is what I look like.” She added, “I was Black, but I also thought that I was an actor, because that’s what I’d always been. And suddenly people were touching my hair, saying, ‘What are we going to do with it?’”


Penny felt for Whoopi. In part, her anger came from frustration—namely, weathering two directors and a thousand script revisions. And she was getting famous. When that happens, “Everybody gets crazy,” Penny said. “Everybody wants you. They’re blowing smoke up your ass like you know something, and you start to behave in a certain way that’s stupid, but you don’t know what else to do.”


Penny tried to lighten the mood. She solicited the crew’s opinion on Whoopi’s takes, collecting a vote. “OK, how many think that’s good? How many don’t? There you go. We voted. Democracy.”


Leonetti sought to break up the tension between Penny and Whoopi by teasing the latter. “Just a touch,” he says. “I remember one day I teased her a little bit and she started to chase me, so I ran out of the set in a joking way.”


While visiting the set, Wessler noticed the DP placing his hand on Penny’s shoulder and giving her a massage. He’s treating her like she’s a child-woman, a girl, Wessler thought. He didn’t like what he saw. Penny was smart. She knew her shit. Why couldn’t these guys see that?


It was the way she spoke, the question marks in her whine. She came off as helpless and insecure. That combination made a cameraman want to help her out. Perhaps it made him feel useful, like a knight rescuing the damsel in distress. Penny often weaponized her vulnerability to get the boys to do what she wanted without reminding them of their bossy mothers. Or an aggressive girl in the schoolyard sandbox, playing with their toys. On their turf.


Not everyone warmed to her unorthodox leadership style. Soon her cameraman, doubting her abilities, would revolt.
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