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For all the lost teenagers, yet to be found




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book includes both original interviews and archival interviews. Original interviews are attributed in the present tense (e.g., “says”). Archival interviews are attributed in the past tense (e.g., “said”). A list of sources is included at the back of the book.





O when I die

Take my saddle from the wall

Put it on my pony

Lead him out of his stall

Tie my bones to his back

Turn our faces to the west

And we’ll ride the prairies

That we love the best

—Final lyrics from

“I Ride an Old Paint,” cowboy traditional






PROLOGUE

March 4, 2019

AT FIRST, THE DAY SEEMS like all the others, made up of motherhood’s minor defeats. She cannot get him to nap on the pullout couch where they typically curl up together. Time congeals. Reading books, nursing him, only to see him remain her tiny awake overlord with a yogurt-stained shirt. Delirious, he head-butts her in the face, smashing into the bridge of her nose. She is stunned; tears prick her eyes. He giggles, with a note of unease at the end. She places him in the crib, a little roughly, and leaves the room.

On her bed, she cries. She pinches her throbbing bridge. When she recovers, she whisks him out of the house to the car, where she buckles him in. Within minutes of driving, he succumbs to sleep. Relief saturates her every cell.

She pulls over on a side street and turns on a meditative soundtrack. She reclines her seat. After an untold number of minutes, she wakes up, but he is still asleep. Out comes the phone. She reads the email her husband has sent her. No message, just an attached page with a highlighted paragraph from the introduction to Down Below, by the surrealist painter and novelist Leonora Carrington:


The experience of motherhood led her into new depths of knowledge, and far from depleting her creative powers, strengthened them: “I believe that for female animals the act of love, which is followed by the great drama of the birth of a new animal, pushes us into the biological underworld, very deeply…”



Is this where she is, the biological underworld? She is too tired to know.

Twitter. Scrolling. And then she reads it: Luke Perry is dead. How can that be? Yes, there was the stroke on February 27 that landed him in the hospital. But she had been certain he would live. A fifty-two-year-old who stayed in good shape is not going to die from a stroke, right? At worst, it’ll be a temporary setback. Instead, he is gone, leaving behind his fiancée, his ex-wife, two children, and other loved ones.

As she pores over the pictures of him online, she is taken back to her past. She is fifteen again, watching Brenda and Dylan hold each other, swaying in front of a Christmas tree. His soft brown eyes. The shine of his gravity-defying pompadour. God, she had loved him as Dylan McKay, the platonic ideal of the sensitive man hiding his wounds behind a shield of cool.

In the more recent years, when those corrugated forehead wrinkles finally made sense with his age, he joined the cast of Riverdale. There was a generational pride that a show written for teens had picked up on one of her old favorites. She was the older sister passing down to a younger sister a favorite jean jacket, a beloved book. Here, it’s your turn to discover this now. Though of course it wouldn’t be exactly the same. Luke was now a handsome but weather-worn dad in flannel, no longer a teenager skulking the halls of West Beverly High.

The stories of his generosity and kindness are all over Twitter. He was deeply concerned about the unhoused. He gave his money and time to raising awareness for colorectal cancer, to horse charities, Western Wishes, Soles 4 Souls, to name but a few. He loved animals, especially dogs and pigs. Why him? As if that question ever had an answer. She lingers over the two children left behind: twenty-one-year-old Jack and eighteen-year-old Sophie. His daughter is only three years older than Margaret was when she had lost her father. This math is involuntary; a hushed equation she arrives at every time she hears of a young person losing a parent.

He should’ve been close to the center of his life, maybe just to the right—but abruptly, it is the end. The earlier trials with her son are nothing now, not in the face of death. So much from her girlhood had been erased by time, or forever changed. Luke Perry is now part of the ever-growing list of things and people, lost or dead over the years.

She has been so involved taking screenshots, reveling in the memories of watching Beverly Hills, 90210 alone in her room, that she didn’t realize her son is waking up. His sounds fill the car’s air. His lips smacking, a couple of groggy cries. For now, she is out of time.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

THE ACTOR HAD REQUESTED to be the last read of the day.

He needed time to cross LA traffic in his wreck of a pickup truck after a grimy day laying asphalt in some nameless Southern California tract. There would be no time for a shower. Just a white-knuckle drive to Hollywood, swooping in and out of the traffic, focusing on the character for which he’d prepared late into the night. Repeating the French words, “Est-ce que tu a un Jack McKay…”

His pickup, on the other hand, wouldn’t cooperate. As was its miserable habit, it broke down. There he was, pulled over on the 101, trying to get his ride back in working order. The steam of the engine hissing in his face. Fetching wrenches from the back. He fantasized about leaving town. Giving up. He could go back to Ohio and join the fire department. Live a tidy life with nice people and stability. Remember stability? What a concept. He’d had a good run of it as an actor—some soaps to his name, a music video for Twisted Sister—but maybe it was time to call it. He could just go home, where anyone would lap up the story of this crazy misadventure over beers.

But then he got the old heap running again. And a cleanish shirt was scrounged from the flatbed so that he could take off the one that stunk of gasoline. He would make the audition after all, his back aching, tar on his jeans, dried grime and sweat on his face, but he’d make it. Tonight, anyway, he would not be leaving town.



Luke Perry focused on Dianne Young, the casting director who’d brought him in. Young was friendly and knew all the fresh talent in town: Ben Affleck, Matt Damon, Matthew Perry, guys Luke would see over and over again in waiting rooms, mumbling to themselves the same lines he had memorized. When Charles Rosin, the showrunner for Beverly Hills, 90210, told Young about the new character Dylan McKay, the rich boy who lived in a posh hotel alone, Luke immediately sprang to mind.

On paper, he had little in common with Dylan, but biographical details only tell a sliver of the truth. Something in him had already fused with the emotional reality behind Dylan’s glamorous life. The room quieted as Perry started the scene. Dylan, from his hotel room, was calling a hotel in Paris to find his father, the distant patriarch who threw money his way, but nothing substantial like love. Dylan had every flashy toy, and his precocious independence, but what he ached for was someone to care about who he was on the inside. He was a character as ancient as dirt and gold—satiated in material, starved for connection—but retooled for mass television consumption in a new decade of American fortune.

“Est-ce que tu a un Jack McKay, s’il vous plaît?” Dylan asked with quiet turmoil. As Dylan tried in vain to track down his father, he was stripped of his ego and his playthings—the squid-ink Porsche, the trench coat, the penetrating squint—all that made him unimpeachably cool within the hallways of the fictional West Beverly High. He was reduced to being a lost boy searching for his dad. He might get his father on the line, but he would never find him.

Rosin and Young exchanged a look. Of all the Dylans they’d seen—and they’d seen wannabes and almosts for eight to ten hours now—no one else had dared to read the lines in French, as David Stenn, the writer of the episode, had authored it. Everyone else had ad-libbed in English or skipped over it altogether.

About Luke’s first audition, Rosin recalls some thirty-two years later, “Not only did I not think we were going to cast the part, I didn’t think we’d make it out of the day alive. But then, hallelujah, the guy’s walked in here.”




CHAPTER TWO

THERE WAS A LIFE before Los Angeles, before Dylan McKay.

On October 11, 1966, Coy Luther Perry III was born to Ann, a housewife, and Coy Luther II, a steelworker, in Mansfield, Ohio. He was delivered by the father of future Ohio senator Sherrod Brown. Luke was the middle child, between older brother, Tom, and younger sister, Ann.

One of his earliest memories was seeing a picture of fellow Ohio native Paul Newman, his supernatural blue eyes gazing into the middle distance, pinned to his mother’s mirror. Luke learned that Paul Newman was an actor, and actors are who we watch when we’re not watching the people in our own lives. Actors taught us how to be in the world. Luke studied them, the ones who chanced onto the family TV. On one of his favorite shows, The Wild Wild West, the athletic leading man Robert Conrad performed most of his own stunts, cracking his skull on one occasion when he dropped off a swinging chandelier and crashed twelve feet down onto a concrete floor. On the daytime soaps that Luke’s mother favored, their titles keening with a fervor for love, for a better existence—Search for Tomorrow, Guiding Light, Days of Our Lives—the stories changed like the strike of a summer thunderstorm. Only the actors, Luke recognized, had the power to keep the outlandish plots afloat.

At four years old, Luke debuted in his first play in kindergarten, but his fly was malfunctioning. He kept zipping back up, and the zipper kept falling back down. His mother was terribly embarrassed. Despite his inauspicious start, his young acting career continued. Around age twelve, he and his family moved twenty miles south to Fredericktown, a place with tractors, cows, and one pizza place downtown. Population around 2,500, a number that hasn’t fluctuated much. In junior high, not long after he moved, he played the lead in Due to Lack of Interest, Tomorrow Has Been Canceled. He told anyone who would listen that he dreamed of being a professional actor. An inventive math teacher used Luke’s dream to teach the students about percentages (“agents usually take 10 percent, and if your salary is one million…”). Luke was also a decent left-handed baseball player who rooted for the Cincinnati Reds. There’s a piece of advice Grandpa Perry gave him, “You’re faster than you think, keep running,” which resulted in him scoring more doubles than anyone else in Little League. He applied that advice to many other games in life. No matter what, keep going.

His parents divorced when Luke was six. According to Luke, Coy Luther II was a violent drunk who abused Luke’s mother. “I always felt that I should have been able to protect her better, but I was a six-year-old kid. That’s where my frustration stems from. I saw very clearly as a six-year-old kid what the problems were. Looking back at it all now, it was pretty frightening.”

Imagine the burden of a six-year-old who not only clocked the issues, but who fantasized about battling his father on behalf of his mother. When a child witnesses abuse at a young age, there are two ways a person can develop: they become an abuser or they become the protector, the pattern-breaker, once capable enough to do so. Luke chose the latter, knowing that without honor and justice as personal codes, there was nothing. Coy Luther II died in 1980 at age thirty-five; although they had long been estranged, Luke did attend the funeral. Luke’s true father figure was Steve Bennett, whom his mother married when Luke was twelve. Steve, a construction worker with a daughter named Emily, taught his stepson how to use drills and wrenches, the dignity of manual labor, and that a real man was kind and loving above all else.

Through Steve and the rest of his community, Luke would also be indoctrinated in the Midwest’s de facto religion: humility. There’s nothing more unbecoming and downright suspicious in the eye of a typical rural Midwesterner than honking your own horn. Even at the height of his fame, modesty was always Luke’s default setting.

A lack of airs, however, does not mean taking a monk’s vow. The guy who would be voted Biggest Flirt his senior year started young, kissing four or five girls in a row in the third grade. As a teenager, he watched wrestling and liberally quoted his favorite, Dusty Rhodes. He could barely sit still. He wanted out, the mission to head west and become an actor clawing at him to move. He frittered away some of that restless energy by pulling pranks, including sticking up the school secretary with a fake gun to get some friends out of detention, the kind of stunt a kid could play in the eighties. As the school’s mascot, the Freddie bird, he unlocked legend status when he convinced Steve’s construction company to drop him down onto the football field by helicopter. It was a serious leveling up from his usual fare of running around the field or popping wheelies on his dirt bike. The crowd roared for their hype man, dressed in red plumage with his gangly legs clad in yellow tights.

He made friends in Fredericktown that he kept close to him until the end of his days. He frequently dropped into town unannounced, showing up at the local tomato fest or bringing his kids to see their grandparents. To achieve his dreams, Luke had to get out of a small town like Fredericktown, but he didn’t hold that against its people.

Los Angeles, indifferent to yet another actor settling into its seedy sprawl, became his home in 1984 at age seventeen. He arrived with a few Ohio friends, but also next to nothing. He worked blue-collar jobs to afford acting classes, including a stint at a doorknob factory, which almost sounds surreal in a Charlie Kaufman way, considering what he was trying to do: kick open the doors of Hollywood, one grueling audition at a time. In 1987, after 216 fruitless tries (he kept track), he finally stepped over the threshold. By this point, he was living in New York. The gig was on Loving, a soap opera, his mother’s favorite genre. He played a dirt-poor mechanic from Tennessee, until he was unceremoniously fired for butting heads with the producer. Then he went on to Another World, which in the hierarchy of soaps at the time was a step up, but then the recurring character ended. For several months, he shared an Upper West Side apartment with his girlfriend (future Baywatch star Yasmine Bleeth, then a fellow soaps actress), doing odd jobs for her stepdad when he wasn’t appearing in music videos or commercials, like one for Mars bar where he and the other performers took turns crooning the theme song and waving the chocolate under each other’s noses. In the eighties, an advertisement wasn’t an advertisement without a theme song, the gooier the better.

After he and Bleeth broke up, he took his pool cue and moved back to Los Angeles in early 1990 for pilot season. The prior decade was drenched in moneyed maximalism, but not a drop of that pink froth splashed on him. He was back to manual labor, building the streets of Los Angeles. Speed bumps, cul-de-sacs, whatever the asphalt company told him to do. He squeezed in auditions when he could, his promise and potential noted and filed, but nothing was clicking. Until it did.

“It’s funny, I never envisioned myself going out to Hollywood,” he said. “I sort of envisioned that I would climb right into the television and just come out on the other side of it. I think, in some way, that’s what happened for me. I just climbed into the box.”



THE LAST RUINOUS DAYS OF swelter before the first day of high school. The basement is her air-conditioned sanctum away from her dad’s sickness upstairs. It’s where she plays Super Mario Brothers with the sound muted, replaced by a stream of R.E.M. The album Green is a letter written to her, with its undertow of wanting, of being misunderstood, and despite all that, still finding life astonishing even as it escapes her comprehension. The hours have whiled by like this all summer; the nights are spent sweating in front of the fan.

She runs and jumps through level one, her thumbs moving by muscle memory. Playing helps her to avoid the phone, doing something stupid like dialing his number. But then the phone shrieks. Margaret knows it’s Rose because of the late-morning timing. Still, she hopes it’s Nathan, but also she doesn’t. She picks up the earpiece with its curly wire strained from stretching.

“Just come out,” Rose pleads. Doesn’t she want to go to the mall? Maybe pocket a Wet N Wild lip gloss at Walgreens just because? Get french fries at Erik’s Deli? Go try on old-people glasses at the optometry showroom until they are asked to leave?

Her best friend, Rose; her lifeline in this difficult summer, transitioning from junior high to high school freshmen. No social group is the right fit. She is estranged from Nathan, whom she’d tangled with for six months, exchanging rings and meticulously planned mixtapes. They had spent hours making out in his bedroom, going from French kissing to oral sex. She is fourteen and he is sixteen, and his appetites set their course. He kept pushing to go further, and she wanted to keep up with him, despite her pleasure plummeting her into shame. He had asked her to have sex, and they tried in his cold, candlelit bedroom. She couldn’t bear the pain of his condom-covered penis entering her, not even a little bit. She kept breaking into sobs, and they had to stop. He was kind about it that night but immediately after, he distanced himself. A few weeks later, he broke up with her, saying he just didn’t know if he was in love with her anymore. That was a couple of months ago. Every few weeks he calls her crying, claiming he made a mistake—and she accepts his apologies, hoping they’ll get back together, only to have him treat her coldly the next day. She writes about all of it in her diary, her tears smearing the ink. If this turmoil was a preview of adult existence, adulthood seemed too lashing and wild for her to ever contain or live through.

His friends, mostly older guys like him, were too painful of a reminder to be around. And as much as she adored Rose, her safe haven, being with Rose meant a strong chance of hanging out with Rose’s friends, her old friends, the popular clique. At some point last year, they’d all turned against her. She could’ve groveled her way back in, as others had, but after the initial sting, she’d been surprised to find that she didn’t want to. The weirdness in her wouldn’t abide it. They didn’t like her absurd jokes, her apathy toward sports and all the dumb jocks they pined for. She couldn’t fake being one of them so, no thanks.

“Would it just be me and you?” she asks Rose. The sharp intake of Rose’s breath answers the question.

After she hangs up, she tries to press play again on her older brother James’s crappy stereo, but instead of “You Are the Everything,” with its mandolin sounding like sun sparkling on river water, the tape gets snarled. She removes the cassette with a surgeon’s precision, cupping the unraveled spool of tape. She grabs a pencil, perched nearby for just this situation, and carefully winds the brown shiny tape back onto the spools.



CHAPTER THREE

AT THE START OF the new decade, Aaron Spelling moved his office from the Warner’s lot to a slick high-tech building on Wilshire Boulevard. Every aspect of the building was futuristic and shiny—except for Spelling’s office. Once inside the producer’s domain, Old Hollywood reigned. Jungle-thick shag carpet that swallowed a foot. Crystal ashtrays. Bowls of loose cigarettes, mints, and candy. Spelling’s wife, Candy, had modeled her husband’s office after Louis B. Mayer’s at MGM, where everything was grand. Her version, however, was grandiose: There wasn’t just a big couch, there was a twenty-three-foot-long built-in. Every piece of upholstery, couch included, was cream-colored. Candy wanted people to practically get lost on the journey to Aaron’s desk, which they would know they’d reached by the mists of pipe tobacco. Spelling’s butler, dressed in a starched uniform like a Chasen’s maître d’, fetched whiskey, wine—whatever your poison. And like all of the employees, he called his boss “Mr. Spelling.”

Cartoonish though it was, the giant room made its point loud and clear. This was the kingdom of a man who, only a few years before, had a primetime show on nearly every night on ABC, known to insiders as Aaron’s Broadcasting Network. He was far away from his childhood, spent in dire poverty as part of the only Jewish family in his Dallas neighborhood, bullied so intensely that he spent a year in bed at age nine. But those painful experiences taught him the power of fantasy. Spelling’s “jiggle TV,” as it was derisively known by critics, provided viewers with escapist melodrama and carnal beauty. Charlie’s Angels, Love Boat, Dynasty, and others had ruled the night until a new president at ABC took over and decided to cancel all of his shows. After that humiliation, his career was ice-cold for nearly two years.

By 1990, Spelling was given another chance at a new network nipping at the heels of the big three—ABC, CBS, and NBC. Spelling, sixty-eight with two teenage children at home, had been charged with developing a teen soap for FOX, headed by founder Barry Diller, a graduate of Beverly Hills High School, who floated his longtime idea of setting a show there. Beverly Hills had the cloistered provincial sensibility of a small town but, unlike many rural American enclaves, it was moneyed. Viewers, Diller thought, would be able to see themselves in these characters, but with a heavy dose of fantasy. Spelling needed a young writer to bring the idea to life.

Darren Star was a recent UCLA grad in his late twenties who had sold a few feature films, but never a TV pilot. After meeting with Spelling at his house—Star remembers him wearing a track suit, Spelling’s version of a suit and tie—he wrote his first, about a Minnesota family who moves to Beverly Hills, as a two-hour ode to John Hughes movies and ABC’s authentic drama Thirtysomething. Star lifted elements of his life for The Class of Beverly Hills, as it was then called: He and his younger sister were only a year apart, so he made the main characters boy/girl twins. His good friend in high school was a bright writer type, so in Andrea went as the ambitious newspaper editor. He also loved the idea of a gang of friends supporting each other through high school. So in a nod to The Breakfast Club, which had an attractive face representing each social caste, he wrote in a jock, Steve; the prom queen snob, Kelly; and a nerdy freshman, David. Other characters exited or developed as the series went on, most notably Donna, Kelly’s sidekick, played by Spelling’s daughter Tori.

After the pilot was made, Star, Spelling, and new hire Chuck Rosin (another Beverly Hills High grad) watched The Class of Beverly Hills and saw that the show was missing something. The squeaky-clean Midwestern twins, Brandon and Brenda (played by Jason Priestley, a Canadian actor cast at the eleventh hour, and Shannen Doherty, a child actress who’d gone edgy with Heathers), needed a dark counterpoint. Enter Dylan McKay, whose antecedents included Judd Nelson, Matt Dillon, and James Dean. And before them, all the tortured poets who’d tried to catch ecstasy through adventure and verse: Rimbaud, Lord Byron, Bukowski. Dylan was a pocket version of those larger-than-life types, scaled down for high school.

After his successful audition, Dianne Young brought in Luke to meet Spelling. The super-producer had started as an actor himself, playing yokels, hucksters, and the like on I Love Lucy and Gunsmoke. Spelling loved actors, especially the ethereally gorgeous.

In Luke, Spelling saw what they all saw: untapped potential, but the difference was that Spelling was willing to stake everything on his belief in the untested actor. Here was this beautiful young man, burning with restless energy, and all he needed was a chance. He had the right kind of eyes: soulful, intelligent, and potentially all the more luminous by the lights of the camera. A compact muscular frame without an inch of flab. A smile that could slyly creep to fullness, or flash without self-consciousness. Spelling, in an unusual move, was ready to bring him to the suits at FOX as the only actor to be considered for Dylan McKay; typical practice was to bring in a few actors for consideration.

Luke was, of course, wildly inexperienced, but that was part of the appeal. During this initial meeting, much to Dianne Young’s horror, Luke put his grubby sneaker up on Spelling’s coffee table, a priceless antique. She longed to knock his foot down, but she kept smiling. His gesture was so gauche that it could only be naive. Uncouth and unmannered, he didn’t yet know any better.



THE FIRST DAY OF HIGH school. Total student population: 2,700. Her graduating class in junior high had been only two hundred students. The mass of teenaged bodies in one place is astounding. As if she’d lifted a rock to discover a writhing pile of worms. She looks for Rose, or, against her better impulses, Nathan, but as she tunnels her way toward her first class, she doesn’t recognize a single face—which is terrifying and exhilarating. What she does see: senior athletes who look like grown men; gaggles of blond girls baked from tanning beds; kids wearing black leather medallions, with a red, black, and green Africa in the center; hippie types in batik-patterned skirts and tinkling ankle bracelets, leaving wafts of patchouli in their wake. She had carefully chosen her outfit last night: a black empire-waist dress with blue-green swirly tights and canvas Mary Janes. Eyeliner heavy at the waterline. Peach blush. Silver jewelry.

As she descends the frenetic central staircase, she recognizes, on their way up, two girls from her junior high. They are both wearing New Kids on the Block T-shirts. This is how they want to be seen on their very first day? Being so openly, submissively a fan—of anything, even R.E.M.—is repugnant to Margaret. She’d seen the footage of girls screaming and fainting about the Beatles, and the tacit assumption was that as a girl herself, she too will one day lose her mind about some collection of boys who can play their instruments. She resents that it is always, always girls and not the other way around. Why doesn’t she know any boys who openly worship women musicians? Nathan and all his friends have their Led Zeppelin or U2 T-shirts but never Janis Joplin or Sinead O’Connor.

Fanaticism in any context repels her. Her parents want her to cleave to Christianity like they do, yet it strikes her as hysterical, too. Or requiring a lobotomized obedience. There is no in-between. All her life, before she could even articulate it, she couldn’t take to the idea of Jesus Christ. Same with God, though at least he had the good sense not to take a physical form. Nebulous was more awe-inspiring than a blue-eyed cult leader in a robe, if she has to choose. But she refuses to choose any of it, even though that’s what her parents want from her. Her father is an Episcopalian minister, the least snake-charming religion of them all, and yet, even the cool, non-hysterical, rational-for-a-church Protestant fold can’t get her to believe. Not even the fact that he’s sick, dying of cancer, can get her to go back to church, or to say a single word in prayer. All it does is bury her in guilt.



CHAPTER FOUR

“IT WAS AWFUL. IT was all over the room. It was a mess.”

This is how Tony Shepherd, former vice president of talent for Aaron Spelling Productions, remembers Luke Perry’s audition for the network. Shepherd worked closely with Spelling for fifteen years, and still speaks of his charming yet demanding boss in tones of reverence and exasperation. Post-Spelling, Shepherd has enjoyed a long and storied career in casting and artist relations for Disney, recently garnering an Emmy nomination for casting Muppets Haunted Mansion, but the experience with Luke still stands out. He remembers it vividly more than thirty years later.

More than a dozen people—nearly all white guys, the execs in suits—were settled in a room with tiered seating. In a risky move, Spelling insisted on showing the network Luke, and Luke only. Star and Rosin agreed that there was no need to bother with runners-up. Luke read with Dianne Young, the casting director who recommended him in the first place. As they built the scene, Shepherd noticed that Luke’s performance was, to his mind, erratic and unmoored. His tone jumped all around—wounded in one line, flippant in the next. The inexperienced actor was rattled.

When he finished, Luke was politely asked to leave the room so the suits could discuss. In the interminable silence after the door clicked shut, a FOX executive spoke up.

“Good-looking kid, but not much of a reading.”

If Spelling had been thrown by Luke’s nerves, he didn’t let on. “I’m stunned,” he said in his Texan drawl. “How could you not love him?”

It was decided Luke should read again. Spelling leaned in close to Shepherd and murmured, “Go out there and talk to him.”

Shepherd found Luke in the hallway, pacing and raking his hand through his hair. Shepherd grabbed him by the shoulders and enunciated every word: “Luke. Calm. The. Fuck. Down.” That was it, that was the talk. Shepherd didn’t say much else because there wasn’t time. They needed to get back in there, and Luke needed to nail it.

Did Shepherd’s gassing up do the trick? “If the reading was a three out of a ten before,” Shepherd says, “then it rose to maybe a four or five after that.”

Neither Rosin nor Star share his dire recollection of Luke’s audition. “I don’t remember it being a flub,” Rosin says. But certainly, in Star’s words, “they were never as convinced as we were.” Whatever happened in that room, Luke didn’t win over FOX. Diller, after seeing Luke’s second try, said: “We just don’t see it.” FOX didn’t envision the character of Dylan McKay as a series necessity. In their opinion, the bad boy could be introduced and dispensed with in maybe a two-episode arc. He’d be a fun diversion for Brenda and then he’d peel off, leaving her to fumble her way around the whims and cruelties of other boys. Spelling, Star, and Rosin had bigger ideas for Dylan.

With the meeting at an uncomfortable impasse, Spelling offered something Shepherd had never seen from his boss before.

“You know what?” Spelling said. “I am so convinced that he’s the right guy, you don’t have to pay for him. I will pay his salary out of my own pocket.”

Less than a year later, Luke was a breakaway star. According to Shepherd, for the rest of the series, including the eight out of ten seasons that Luke appeared on, his paycheck came from Spelling, the only cast member with that particular arrangement. The first ten checks Luke got from Spelling were handwritten; he saved the stubs.



HER LOCKER. IT CONTAINS HER books, a sweatshirt on a hook, and a tiny mirror so she can check her bangs. To open the locker, she has to spin the combination dial to 0–18–0, and then thump her shoulder against the painted surface at an upward angle. It opens with a metallic clang and shiver. Her combination, 0-18-0, is the easiest in the world. Almost like the manufacturer has made a mistake. Shouldn’t each number be different? Maybe it is a kind of countdown. She is starting at the beginning, the figurative zero, and when she turns eighteen, who will she be then?



CHAPTER FIVE

JULIE RESNICK WAS DRIVING him to the airport. They’d tried, they really had. Resnick and her boss—Luke’s manager, Cyd LeVin, as well as Luke’s agent, Chris Nassif—had scored him as many auditions as possible for the 1990 pilot season, but no roles had materialized. All over Los Angeles, the same disappointing reality was dawning on all manner of actors, from highly trained stage thespians to local kids fresh from a strip-mall performance school. Some of them would leave. The city was in a constant groaning state of contraction and expansion, based on the capricious, fleeting ideas of casting agents and accountants. If Luke was upset, he didn’t grouse about it. Julie and Cyd had focused on the positive: the number of callbacks he’d gotten, just how close. None closer than the auditions for Dylan McKay. Still, they hadn’t heard back, so it was time to go.

“I just walked out of a roomful of fools. Those people have no idea,” he’d tell himself after every audition. That was the only way he could personally reconcile all the rejection. He thought, “I know you’re going to say no, just say it quickly so I can get to the next place.” After all these years, after dying his hair black one time to appear more like an Italian car mechanic, he was too pissed off to try to force himself into a role that didn’t fit. His unspoken message with each audition was, “Here’s what I do. If you want this, call me, and if you don’t want this, you call somebody else, and I’m out.”

Resnick reached over to give his hand a squeeze. Julie and Luke were an item, but they were keeping it quiet. Not even Cyd knew, just Julie’s family and her close friends, including Luke’s roommate at the time, David Sheinkopf. It was frowned upon to date someone when you were an assistant to his manager, but Julie was smitten.

“He was my sweet little cowboy,” she recalls. “He always had this cute shyness about him.” He was romantic; every door was opened. They’d make eyes at each other over menus at a restaurant, and when the waiter came around, Luke would order for her. “He was super young to do that,” she says, but they both savored the old-fashioned gesture. As for other aspects of their relationship, “I don’t want to get too personal because, you know… but he was tender. Just tender and gentle.” She never once saw him get mad. Ticked off for a minute, yes, but then his slight smile would reappear. “His shine,” Julie calls it.

After a few months, the romantic aspect of their relationship eventually ran its course and they easily settled into a warm working rapport. Good thing, too, because Luke would need every ally he could get. His life was about to remake itself into a fantasy—but that was later. As they rode in Julie’s car that day in June, airplanes low overhead, he was just an out-of-luck actor slumping back to New York. From there he’d gather his few belongings before returning for good to Ohio, never to act again.

Then Julie’s brick-sized portable phone rang. She pulled over and immediately put the call on speaker. After all the callbacks, negotiations, and a screen test, it was Mr. Spelling’s office, confirming that Luke had indeed won the part of Dylan McKay. They were five minutes away from LAX.

After they’d hung up, Julie and Luke screamed, stomped their feet on the floor mats, and then locked into a kiss as cars surged all around them, filled with passengers getting dropped off at the airport to board planes to fly home. But not Luke. He was exchanging one ticket for another. “It was like he’d won the television lottery,” Resnick says.



“HI, DAD,” SHE SAYS, DROPPING her heavy backpack to the floor.

Instead of an ordinary dining room table, her dad’s adjustable hospital bed fills the room. He raises a hand to her. “Hello,” he says. The tone makes her smile weakly. It is almost cute, how formal he is, how polite.

“Do you remember my name?”

Her mom is sitting beside him, directing a straw between his lips. She gives her daughter a warning look. “He doesn’t—”

“I just want to see,” Margaret says.

Her father smiles apologetically. Then he fishes for it. His face clouds with concentration and then frustration. He shakes his head, almost ashamed.

She regrets that she asked. His brain tumor, the surgeries, have wiped away his ability to say anything beyond a few simple words or phrases. His left temple still bears the scar; the rest of his hair is patchy. His perma-scruff is mottled with white. He is fifty-six, and had looked younger than his age for years, but not anymore. Now he looks a decade older.

“What are we watching?” she asks, to change the subject, not because she wants to join in. She is already planning an exit to her bedroom or, if her mother makes her stay, she will tolerate the time by thinking of anything else but here. The little TV perched on the dresser across the room from his bed shows the six o’clock news. A film of baby powder covers the dresser, which is packed with pill bottles that her mother opens and closes every few hours of the day.

Five years ago, her parents had declared that they had finally arrived at their final destination, after stints in California and Alabama, and, before she was born, North Carolina. Oak Park, an idyllic Chicago suburb, was to be the place her dad would work until retirement. A beautiful church in the center of town to call his own. It was a return to where everything began—her dad’s youth in Chicago, her parents’ courtship at Northwestern, their first few years as a married couple with little boy babies crawling around. But two years after they’d arrived, he was diagnosed with a brain tumor. They tried radiation, chemo, and surgeries, but the tumor kept sprouting back. Then it leaped to his lungs and lymph nodes. He resigned. They moved out of the beautiful rectory into an awkward rental bungalow. After yet another surgery—Margaret had lost track of them all—her father took his last steps into that bungalow. Then her mother sold a property in California, their only asset, and bought a prairie-style house on the border of Oak Park and Austin, one of Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods. Her father entered that home by wheelchair. The new house, next to the neighborhood she isn’t supposed to walk into, has tragic turquoise carpeting everywhere, but, as her mother frequently reminds her, “you get to stay in Oak Park with all your friends.”

Just
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