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 Heathers

Who is going to want to read a book about Heathers? It’s not the sort of film that scholars around the world have celebrated—but neither is it so left-field that it’s never been critically written about before. It is neither Battleship Potemkin nor Bio-Dome. The official Heathers fan site (heathersfilm.tripod.com) has, as of this writing, not been updated since 1999. Why am I spending all this time on such a niche project, I asked myself. I have kids to feed, for fuck’s sake. So I took a respite from self-doubt to poke around on some of the political websites to which I am sadly addicted. The lead on Firedoglake, a funny lefty blog founded by columnist and ex-film producer Jane Hamsher, was on former Colorado congressman Tom Tancredo, who’d just spoken at the National Tea Party Convention. In a subsequent interview with the Dutch newspaper NRC Handelsblad, he’d cast barbs at Sarah Palin (“I really don’t have this feeling that she’s presidential”) and John McCain (“nasty, mean . . . particularly unstable”). The Firedoglake columnist, who goes by the name Watertiger, had this to say about Representative Tancredo: “Oh, snap! Who died and left Tancredo Heather Chandler’s red scrunchie?”

That last phrase was helpfully hyperlinked to Heathers’s IMDB page, for the benefit of readers who didn’t respond to the reference with a smug chuckle. Smug but surprised: It was a reference to a cult movie, twenty-one years after the  film’s release. A cult film which, by any estimation, tanked in its initial distribution. The same IMDB page indicates that the film still has not made its money back (this is likely untrue, what with video rentals and such, though difficult to confirm since the production company is now defunct. That production company, New World Pictures, which had been founded a decade before by Roger Corman, went under after one more film with a similar box office performance). Yet here it is, referenced on a progressive political blog that, after analyzing Tancredo’s questionable conservative credentials, further wonders, “I guess we’ll have to wait and see whether the Tea Party bestows the red scrunchie on someone more . . . politically pure.”

Apparently, given its status as a catchphrase in the popular lexicon, I will not have to spend any time discussing the symbolism of Heather Chandler’s red scrunchie.

If you put three or more people in a room, there will eventually be gossip, politics, coalition building, and backstabbing. And if there is gossip, politics, coalition building, and backstabbing, there will be a connection to Heathers, a vibrant and vicious satire that speaks not just to me, but to anyone who steps back a little and looks at the weird and horrible things people do to each other—in politics, in show business, in families. And the universality of Heathers is the subject of this book, as well as how it got deep under the skin of a kid growing up 500 huge miles away from the movie’s setting among the suburban lawns of Ohio.






 The Natural Answer to the Myriad of Problems Life Has Given Me

Built in the 1920s, it was a dank, sooty, six-story building with an American flag waving from its roof—until an ex-girlfriend of mine stole the flag. There was a coal-burning furnace in the basement, which few students ever saw, but those of us who did were certain that the school was built on a, if not the, mouth of hell. Somebody once took a dump right in the middle of the northwest stairwell, and it sat there for hours.

Having said all of that, I still enjoyed high school quite a bit. Bayard Rustin High School for the Humanities, located in the Chelsea district of Manhattan, is named for a prominent gay socialist Civil Rights leader and was at the time of my attendance one of the most ethnically diverse schools in New York City. We didn’t have a football team—few schools in the city do. (Where would they practice?) None of the kids had that suburban status symbol, the car. (Where would they park?) And while I was certainly not among the beautiful people who went clubbing at the Tunnel or Limelight, I had friends, felt a sense of community, and avoided violence (for the most part; more on that later). In the tenth grade I had my first serious girlfriend to whom I lost my virginity the following summer, and had girlfriends of varying degrees of “seriousness” thereafter. I didn’t go dancing, but I went to see bands at clubs like the Ritz or CBGB pretty religiously, from which I came home at ridiculously late hours. I have  vivid memories of walking down 44th street at 3 AM when the only other life on the street would be a sewer rat and a Hasid getting a hummer from a bewigged hooker (probably a guy). My mom fought these late night excesses with curfews that I pushed and pushed until they just gradually evaporated. My huge bargaining chip in these negotiations was that I didn’t drink, and was in fact aggressively, obnoxiously, self-righteously straightedge. So my hours were crazy—terrifying in hindsight, especially now that I have kids of my own—but I never came home drunk or high, which bought me a lot of leeway.

For a big chunk of tenth grade, I wore a backbrace to arrest my kyphoscoliosis (not correct, mind you . . . merely arrest). Honors student? Thank you, no. I spent far too much time listening to records and working on stage crew to hold down anything better than a B to C average. I played no sports. I passed gym solely by making the teacher laugh: Mr. Pedroni admired my Keatonesque (both Buster and Diane) pratfalls as I attempted to leap over the pommel horse, and gamely gave me a B. Thanks, Mr. Pedroni, wherever you are! Wait a second—you got fired for messing around with some of the more athletic boys, and that’s why I’ve changed your name for the purposes of this story? Well, that’s just as well.

So, yes, in the national nomenclature of the time, probably a nerd, sure, but these tidy classifications didn’t seem to apply in New York. Sure, I was nerdy, but girls would have sex with me. Sure, girls would have sex with me, but I was the guy who fixed the VCR when it died in class. Sure, I was the guy who fixed the VCR, but I was cordial with a lot of  the popular kids, the children of respected actors and artists, stunning girls in black tights, athletic guys who dressed in Benetton chic.

My key social network was stage crew: I had joined in the tenth grade, drawn to this specialized corps that got to miss classes, wear cool walkie-talkies, and carry keys that could open most of the rooms in the building. Enter Patricia, also on stage crew, bookish, thick, busty, and awkward; we fell in love, had weird, sweaty, virginity-extinguishing sex while watching, of all things, The Wanderers (which features a teen pregnancy!). She was infinitely smarter than I was, and history would bear this out when she went to Brown and I went to Ithaca. But at the time, she was prone to horrible mood swings, and long, rambling love letters, and tearful apologies, and all the other things that make a girl irresistible to a certain type of guy who thinks romance is supposed to hurt. “Our song” was the Beatles’s “Dear Prudence,” a musical red flag if ever there was one. She finally had to fuck somebody else to end our relationship, which was one of those relationships that just refused to die. She graduated at the end of my sophomore year, because your narrator was a player who dated seniors. Provided they were clinical depressives.

By eleventh grade I was really involved with the crew, and I ascended to the rank of assistant stage manager. That’s the year I met Heather #1 (this is not a metaphor; she was actually named Heather), who at the time was a Mormon, so we didn’t have sex—but I do remember making out during Singing in the Rain . . . no, wait, worse, it was It’s a Wonderful Life. She was a voracious reader, and, like me, was in some ways  different just for the sake of being different. She had arbitrary sartorial rules, such as the belief that everyone should own one really ugly vest. She loved the Dead Milkmen. We went to see the goofy Frankie and Annette re-tread, Back to the Beach, on our first date. I was a nerd in love.

The show we put on that year was Fiddler on the Roof, which required massive technical maneuvering (Tevye’s house flown into the rafters, a massive lighting rejiggering in order to create the proper atmosphere for the dream sequence in Act One). We even considered using body mics but we dropped them during tech week because of all the interference—the school’s (armed!) security guards had walkie-talkies that fizzled in on the Anatevkans’s conversations. We also ran all the school assemblies, which could be a daunting amount of work, and when I ran out to adjust a microphone, I was swiftly called “nerd” by my less charitable classmates. That hurt so much that I even quit the gig for a while, but couldn’t find anything to approximate the high of opening night—the adrenaline and serotonin rushing in as, surrounded by concupiscent, overly made-up teenagers, you watched your set creation being lowered from the flys. That was my high school: heightened, colorful, like every high school . . . only more so.

Heather #1 broke my heart late in my junior year. We were in different places, hers being, “I’m about to graduate from high school and I need my space,” and mine being, “Can I crawl inside your tweed overcoat and stay there?” The breakup really smarted. There’s a special kind of intensity to nerd love. All high school relationships have an element of “you and me against the world,” but when the two participants view  themselves as outsiders anyway, it’s Natural Born Killers with milder editing. Walking down 59th Street near the park one time, we passed two really well-dressed girls (black leggings under minis, hoop earrings, Elaine-from-Seinfeld walls of moussed hair) sitting on a park bench, not bothering anyone. Heather #1 and I both said “JAPs” under our breath and the two girls heard us, and lashed out with “Nerds!” And you know what? Totally within their rights. Some total fucking strangers had made a snobbish (and, frankly, anti-Semitic) remark. Heather #1 and I are lucky we didn’t get our asses kicked. And make no mistake, two Jewish American Princess girls could absolutely have kicked my ass.

But it was that same adversarial, us-against-the-world relationship—and I think this is pretty common—that made me feel shipwrecked when my partner in contempt left. I hibernated a little until working up the courage to ask out Heather #2 (again, her real name). She was a looker who divided her time between an awesome brownstone in the East Village and a home in Connecticut. She had been off-limits for all of high school, pursued by many and consistently rebuffing all, dating a guy from Connecticut who happened to be a football player (she detested having him dismissed as a “jock,” and I’ll honor her preference here). They had broken up around New Year’s, and slowly, steadily, we became an item—clearly, she was working through some sort of “what’s the absolute polar opposite of a guy from Connecticut who plays football?” thing, and there I was, scrawny, bespectacled, long-haired, and walking around with Jim Carroll’s Forced Entries in my backpack. Sure, she wouldn’t tell anyone about us, but people  knew, and I really didn’t care because New York when you’re seventeen and crazy about a girl is the shiniest place on Earth—it’s like ten Ozes. People ask me all the time what it was like to grow up in New York City and for years I wasn’t sure what to say. Until I asked them what it was like growing up in Swampscott, Massachusetts, or Chillicothe, Illinois. And then I realized, “Wow, I guess taking a date to the opera when you’re in high school is pretty weird. And it’s pretty weird that I was thirty before I learned how to drive. And I guess that story about the Hasid and the tranny hooker doesn’t really tap into a universal nerve.” But, yeah, I took Heather to the opera (my dad had season tickets, couldn’t use his pair for Rigoletto) and to see Our Town on Broadway (Spalding Gray was the stage manager), and we walked through Central Park in the crisp new snow, and nobody bothered us and life was great.

While thumbing through my new issue of American Film (your narrator had a subscription, yet still had a girlfriend—amazing), I was struck by an article about a dark high school comedy that had been kind of a big hit at the Sundance Film Festival. A great idea, and a funny title. I was between allowances and jobless at the time, and she had a job at the Gap on St. Marks, so actually Heather #2 took me to see Heathers.






 Goddamn, Will Somebody Tell Me Why I Read These Spy Novels

Synopsis and Origins of Michael Lehmann’s Heathers, 1989

[image: 004]

When the film shows up late at night on IFC, it’s summarized as follows: “Cool Veronica and her quirky boyfriend topple a high school trio of too-cool Heathers,” a synopsis so abridged that it borders on the irresponsible. If you’ve made it this far in this book, you’re probably familiar with the storyline, but to recap: Veronica Sawyer (Winona Ryder) is a junior at Westerburg High in Sherwood, Ohio. She is the only non-Heather in an elite cadre of beautiful girls who rule the school—and are in turn ruled by the beautiful and cruel Heather Chandler (Kim Walker). Veronica is growing restless in her position as the smartest of the mean girls, and she has pangs of guilt over leaving her old  friend Betty Finn (Renee Estevez) in the dust of her popularity. “Its just like they’re people I work with,” says Veronica of the Heathers, “and our job is being popular and shit.”

Enter Jason “J.D.” Dean (Christian Slater). Recently moved to Sherwood, the son of a clearly unscrupulous (maybe even psychotic) real estate developer, he makes a grand entrance, firing blanks at football-playing goons Kurt and Ram (Lance Fenton and Patrick Labyorteaux), who tease him in the cafeteria. After a brief but intense flirtation with J.D., Veronica follows Heather Chandler to a Remington College party, where she humiliates her by throwing up in the middle of the dorm carpet. Heather Chandler promises to ruin Veronica’s reputation—“No one will let you play their reindeer games”—and Veronica is faced with the reality of being on Heather’s bad side. Furiously journaling at home later that night (“Killing Heather would be like offing the Wicked Witch of the West!”), Veronica is interrupted by Jason crawling through her window. We cut to them in post-coital bliss, as Jason suggests revenge on Heather Chandler. They break into Heather’s house the next morning. Figuring that the punishment should fit the crime, Veronica and J.D. conspire to make Heather Chandler vomit profusely. Veronica makes a cute milk and orange juice mixture—a traditional cocktail with a high “upchuck factor.” J.D. simply pours some drain cleaner into a mug, making a big show of his seriousness. Distracted by a steamy kiss, Veronica (mistakenly, presumably) takes the wrong mug in to Heather, and J.D. lets her do it. He dares Heather to drink it, and she does, dying instantly. Jason feigns surprise and entreats Veronica—an excellent  forger—to fake Heather’s suicide note. But then, after her death, Heather is painted by her peers and school administrators as the kind of sensitive, tortured soul that she most definitely was not. If anything, things are getting worse at school! When J.D. tricks Veronica—or does he?—into killing the football goons by giving her a gun with “blanks” that are actually real, live bullets, she realizes that her new boyfriend is dangerous and, in an oft-quoted line from the film, that “my teen angst bullshit has a body count.” Breaking up with him only makes matters worse: Jason devises a scheme to blow the entire school to pieces and make it look like a mass suicide. The film ends with a satisfying comeuppance—in most of our high school revenge plots, as in Heathers, we only end up hurting ourselves—and there’s a glimmer of hope that with the bad seeds gone, perhaps Westerburg will be a better place to be for Veronica’s senior year.

 

Through good old-fashioned networking and good newfashioned Facebook, I was able to interview both Daniel Waters, Heathers’s screenwriter, and Michael Lehmann, the film’s director (I’ve been directed by the latter on a couple of TV and film projects). Both are still very eager to talk about the film that put them on the map.

Waters was born in Ohio but grew up in South Bend, Indiana, a city of about 500,000 people. So why not set this epic high school story there?

“Ohio and Illinois have a certain sheen,” Waters explains. “Indiana just has a certain farmer, first-red-state-up-on-the-board-in-every-election . . . there’s something hicky about  it. There’s something more tabula rasa about Ohio. Indiana might as well be Kentucky.”

He feared that people would just say, “Oh, it’s about Kentucky,” and dismiss it as a story about gun-toting rednecks. He also felt he couldn’t set it in relatively urban South Bend, with its multi-ethnic public schools. Heathers works because it’s about the trivial problems of the upper classes; if we’re wondering whether a race riot is going to break out, then we’re less concerned about the students and their “reindeer games.” These kids have paté to eat, for God’s sake!

Waters will cop to being a nerd, but the nerd “that the nerds would send to the UN” (i.e., the ambassador nerd who could conduct himself properly in the international conference with jocks, stoners, and preppies. This was a position that I, as not just a member of the stage crew but its leader, always aspired to). As a junior high student, the “frighteningly weak and pathetic” Waters ran the deadliest of school gauntlets and emerged victorious: He was the last man standing at the end of a game of dodgeball. Of all things. The experience gave him some degree of cred, and probably led to his popularity as a columnist in the school paper (the column was called “Troubled Waters”). High school wasn’t nightmarish for him, either, but if you’re thin-skinned, if your job is to notice things and write about them, the emotional warfare around you can turn very literal very fast.

Waters had a couple of ideas for his first screenplay—a lesbian version of Badlands, Terence Malick’s stunning 1973 debut in which a love-struck Martin Sheen and Sissy Spacek embark on a murder spree (like Heathers, Badlands  is anchored by its lead female’s narration), and another in which an alienated high school girl starts dating the antiChrist. He’d also written, while studying screenwriting at McGill University, a short screenplay wherein a high schooler is accused of being a witch and is subsequently burned at the stake under the supervision of three girls who share the same first name. Later, working in a video store, Waters decided he wanted to expand that idea into “the final word in high school films”—and he wanted Stanley Kubrick to direct. Waters really thought he had a chance at getting Kubrick; the reclusive director was known to be a voracious consumer of media, watching sitcoms and even TV commercials to study their craft and find actors to work with. Waters reasons, to this day, that Kubrick was a man of many genres—horror, period piece, science fiction. Ergo, he was due to make a high school film.

The film’s influences aren’t entirely film-school canonical: Heathers loosely follows the plot of 1976’s Massacre at Central High. Directed by former Russ Meyer cameraman Renee Dalder, Massacre has some striking similarities to Heathers (the last act is particularly close, beat for beat), but the earlier film is so devoid of technique, so exploitative (the near-rape victim leaves the scene of her attack, conveniently forgetting to button up her shirt or, indeed, even cover herself) that the two films barely deserve the comparison. Massacre’s angle is that once the upper classes are eliminated, the next class down will rise and be corrupted, a valid argument that is handled with much more humor and style in Heathers. When considering seeing Massacre at Central High, be put off by the slasher  movie title. Failing that, be put off by the truly awful soft rock theme song. Failing that, be put off by the bad lighting, boom mic cameos, and wooden acting. And good luck finding it anyway; it’s long out of print and I had to download it illegally.

Waters pleads not guilty to improving upon Massacre: “I most definitely had not seen the movie, but I do remember reading about it in the beloved book Cult Movies by Danny Peary1 . . . so I guess it was rattling around somewhere in my subconscious. When it was brought up in reviews, my reaction—as well as the rest of Earth’s—was ‘Huh?’ This scares me because I know soon someone will do a Heathers rip-off and when they read the comparison in a review, they’ll scrunch their face in the same way: ‘What’s a Heathers?’”

Heathers’s other interesting antecedent is one of Waters’s favorites: the 1968 Anthony Perkins/Tuesday Weld thriller Pretty Poison, about the relationship between a young man released from prison after serving time for arson and a vulnerable teen from an unhappy home. He convinces her, almost effortlessly, that he’s a CIA agent, and it looks very much like he’s going to lead her down the garden path to dissolution. In a neat twist, it’s Weld who poses the darker threat, laying the foundation for Heathers, two decades later. Weld’s work in Pretty Poison is pretty stellar; her Sue Ann is a scary specter of manipulation and malevolence wrapped in a naive, all-American package. She’s not a cheerleader, no, but in a   sly writerly construct she carries a rifle in her school’s drum corps. She’s what the parole officer played by John Randolph is talking about when he warns Perkins that he’s entering “a very real, tough world. It’s got no place for fantasies.” She is even what Heather is talking about when she advises Veronica, via voiceover, that “real life sucks losers dry.”

Counting on Stanley Kubrick’s reputation for gravitating toward epic screenplays, Waters’ first draft was 196 pages long (as a rule, screenplays tend to run about a minute per page, which would have made Heathers a three-hours-plus film; by contrast, the theatrical version runs one hour and forty-three minutes). Frighteningly weak as I am, I sometimes require both hands to move the 196-page draft from one part of my desk to another. In this first draft, you’re over an hour in before anyone dies; you get to see the strip croquet match that’s only alluded to in the finished product; and preppie Peter Dawson creates a massive subplot out of an antisuicide organization called the Genesis Club. There’s also the legendary “Prom in Heaven” scene: Veronica kills J.D., but then, seeing all the abuse still going on in the hallways, she lets the bomb blow the school (and herself) quite literally to kingdom come. Smash cut to the last dance, where all the students, regardless of social caste or standing, are partying together, with Veronica gazing upon them beatifically under a banner that reads, “What a Waste, Oh, the Humanity”2. Cumbersome and ambitious, this 196-page draft made it to   screenwriter Larry Karaszewski3, who had known Waters in South Bend, and who showed it to his USC classmate, the young director Michael Lehmann.

Lehmann had grown up in San Francisco, a hippie with a deep love of film nurtured at the nearby Pacific Film Archives. In high school, he got what he calls “a really good taste of girl-to-girl cruelty”: In the summer before ninth grade, his older sister was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease and had to take the first year of high school off for treatment. Her friends turned on her, spreading rumors that she was absent due to a pregnancy. “People that I knew,” he marvels, “friends of mine, who I liked, would say nasty things about my sister just because it was fun to be mean. And that was disturbing.” Add to that two friends who killed themselves in high school, both out of the blue, both obviously unforgettable. “Being a fundamentally superficial person, I didn’t take it all that deeply but . . . I felt that, and this is something Heathers goes into in depth . . . grownups didn’t get it.”

Lehmann’s student film, Beaver Gets a Boner, was about a hardworking kid who needs a college scholarship so he can pay off his drug supplier (the charmingly crass film’s highlight is a scene in which our hero sells heroin to a boy scout). On the strength of that, Lehmann had secured a development deal with the struggling New World Pictures. That independent studio released arguably the finest films associated with Roger Corman—Big Bad Mama, Death Race 2000, and Rock’n’Roll   High School, to name just about the best triple feature an exploitation fan could pray for. But by 1983, Corman had sold the company and the output had softened to movies like the Sarah Jessica Parker teen vehicle Girls Just Want to Have Fun and the horror spoof Transylvania 6-5000 (a film that has one decent joke, and you’ve just heard it). But New World also released the seminal Hellraiser films, which to a certain type of cultist, at least, started out as smart, scary, and magnetic.

Lehmann had cut his production teeth assisting Francis Ford Coppola on The Outsiders and Rumble Fish, the latter an underrated impressionist gem of adolescence. He fell quickly in love with Waters’s Heathers script and passed it on to Denise DiNovi, who had been New World’s executive vice president of production and was now looking to make a big, controversial splash in her debut as a producer. He then called Waters with some notes and suggested cuts. Waters would have none of it. Who is this USC kid, he asked himself, when I am—I know in my heart—going to get Kubrick to direct my work? Lehmann patiently asked Waters, if he were unable to secure the director of Barry Lyndon and Dr. Strangelove for his first screenplay, would he please consider attaching Lehmann?

Waters was twenty-five, Lehmann thirty. Principal photography began in the spring of 1988, starring sixteen-year-old Winona Ryder, who’d had to be pushed on New World. They feared she wasn’t glamorous enough, having only seen her in what everyone had only seen her in—as the geeky girl in Lucas and the proto-Goth in Beetlejuice. Lehmann, though, saw in her a Natalie Wood quality. For J.D., the producers passed on the “too nice” Brad Pitt in favor of Christian Slater; for Heather  Duke they cast against type a sweet-faced actress best known for her recurring role on Little House on the Prairie, Shannen Doherty. And with that, the film’s damn near perfect ensemble snapped into place like a bullet entering the chamber.

Not long before the film commenced shooting, Steve White from New World asked that the ending—the Prom in Heaven—be changed. “His point,” Lehmann recalls, “was that as a responsible film executive, he couldn’t really make a movie that was a satire dealing with teenage suicide in which the character that we do identify with kills herself, and kills other people.” White feared being blamed for copycat suicides, which Lehman dismisses: “If a kid commits suicide after seeing a movie, then they were going to commit suicide anyway. Their problems go much deeper than the hour and a half they spent in a theater . . . Our feeling was, you can’t draw that direct causal connection, and you shouldn’t, and you shouldn’t have your work be determined by that fear. But we weren’t ‘responsible film executives.’” White (no tightass executive cliché—he’d studied with the famed LA sketch comedy group the Groundlings and had overseen the first TV movie about AIDS) promised to keep other requests for changes to a minimum. But the massive murder-suicide at the end had to go. The only other studio that expressed interest in the film was New Line, which was making a mint on the Nightmare on Elm Street franchise—but they wanted to spend less money and ask for more changes. Yes, the company that brought you Freddy Krueger wanted to tone down Heathers.

There were other little tweaks along the way: The character of Veronica is much more complicit in the murders in  earlier drafts—she consciously poisons Heather Chandler, she electrocutes Peter Dawson in the Genesis Club story arc; Waters describes her as “Travis Bickle in a Molly Ringwald package”—but by the final draft she has turned into, if not an innocent lead astray, at the very least a manslaughter practitioner with basically good intentions. Regarding the Veronica of the finished film, Waters laughingly calls her the “Albert Speer of Westerburg High,” noting that, like Hitler’s architect, she never actually had anything to do with killing, but was part of the aesthetic, the look, the camaraderie of tyranny . . . and loved benefiting from the power. Waters himself softened Veronica when Ryder was cast, due to the “wobbly” (a word he’s fond of) quality that she brought to the heroine. That wobbliness leads us to root for her despite the fact that she does willingly shoot Kurt (more on that later).4

Lehmann speaks wistfully of Waters’ crestfallen reaction to some of the changes, but likes his adjustments, calling him “the most inventive, flexible writer I’ve ever worked with.” When the Southland corporation balked at the use of their 7-11 chain, Waters swiftly created the Snappy Snack Shack and changed the Slurpie to a Slushie.

Lehmann has never viewed the film’s ending as a sincere note of hope. His “tongue was way up in [his]cheek,” he says; he doesn’t think it was a “really happy ending, it’s just   an ending that avoids total destruction.” (I respectfully disagree—more on that later, too).

“I’ve come around on the ending,” Waters said recently, “especially now that I talk to a lot of teenage girls and women growing up [at the time of Heathers’s release]. The fact that Veronica doesn’t die, the fact that it doesn’t end in violence, was a good thing for them.”

One alternate ending—never scripted, but pitched after shooting had commenced—starts just the way the current one does. But after J.D.’s death, when Veronica asks the eternal victim, obese Martha “Dumptruck” Dunstock, to hang out and “rent some new releases,” Martha pulls out a gun, says, “Fuck you, Heather,” and shoots Veronica in either the stomach or the mouth, depending on when Waters is telling the story. Veronica, spitting up blood, burbles out again and again, “My name’s not Heather . . . my name’s not Heather . . .” while Martha, in one final salute to Kubrick, stands up from her wheelchair, triumphantly announcing, “I can walk,” à la Dr. Strangelove.
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