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            Prologue
The Party

         
         On September 9, 2003, the Fox network threw a party at a Manhattan Beach bar where radio contest winners could watch the latest
            episode of The O.C. with the stars of TV’s hottest new drama. The cast and members of the creative team piled into the backs of cars to make their
            way over from their nearby production facility, and writers’ assistant Lauren Gussis found herself in the same vehicle with
            series star Adam Brody, who played the already beloved, adorkable Seth Cohen.
         

         
         “We’re driving, we’re chatting,” recalls Gussis. “The show had just aired a few times, and everybody continued to be super
            humble and kind.”
         

         
         No one in the car was prepared for the scene about to unfold before them.

         
         “We get to the place,” says Gussis, “and the door to the car opens, and Adam Brody steps out to a sea of screaming teenage
            girls. And I watched his face change. Like, this is the moment that this guy realizes he’s famous. He didn’t know until that
            moment that he had become a teen icon. I watched it. I saw it happen. This is maybe one of the greatest moments of my career,
            and it has nothing to do with me. To watch that realization dawn on someone’s face, it was amazing. How many times in your
            life do you get to see that moment for anybody? That’s the Beatlemania moment.”
         

         
         That night at the bar—where Brody, Ben McKenzie, Mischa Barton, Rachel Bilson, and the rest of The O.C. cast were overwhelmed with the love and adoration of their rapidly growing fan base—was not the start of The O.C. experience for anyone who attended. But it was the moment that transformed the way all of them thought about the reach and power of the show on which they were all working so hard—the moment they recognized they were part of something that could be described as a phenomenon, without hyperbole. It was the beginning of a wild, turbulent ride with gorgeous highs and shocking lows—on-screen and off—that would not soon be forgotten by the people making the show, nor by those who watched it. 

         
         The O.C. was, depending on who you asked, a teen soap opera that was smart and funny enough to be enjoyed by adults, or a self-aware
            comedy punctuated by occasional melodrama. Its creator, Josh Schwartz, and his producing partner, Stephanie Savage, viewed
            it as a Trojan horse that they would use to hide all the nuanced character work they cared about inside a sexy package the
            Fox network would be willing to air. It put a mainstream spotlight on indie rock music and comic book culture. It put seemingly
            nonsense words like “Chrismukkah,” “Newpsies,” and “yogalates” into the vernacular. In characters like brooding outsider Ryan
            Atwood, lonely and self-destructive Marissa Cooper, wisecracking nerd Seth Cohen, and reformed mean girl Summer Roberts, it
            helped create new archetypes, or brought unexpected spins to familiar ones.
         

         
         And, oh yeah, at its best, it was pretty goddamn great.

         
         The story of The O.C. is typically summarized this way: a terrific, wildly popular first season, followed by a rapid decline in both quality and
            ratings, until the show all but faded from the discourse. But the truth—as told by the people who made the show, who starred
            in it, and even by those who watched it obsessively—is more complicated than that. Well, yes, the third season of the show
            is largely indefensible. But even that—including the shocking character death at the end of that year, which in turn accelerated
            the demise of the show itself—isn’t necessarily for the reasons you might think.
         

         
         This book is a conversation with Schwartz, Savage, the entire regular cast, key members of the creative team, studio and network
            executives, and more. It’s also a time capsule of a particular crossroads in the history of television, music, comic books,
            the Internet, celebrity culture, and more. And it’s a case study of how desperation can lead to creative inspiration, as well
            as how, when showrunners plan, network television laughs.
         

         
         So put on that white tank top and crank up Phantom Planet’s “California,” because here comes our oral history.

         
         Welcome to the O.C., bitch!
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
The Origin Story

         
         Some television shows come from ideas that germinate from a deeply autobiographical place. Some are thrown together in a rush.
            What this chapter about the tumultuous development phase of The O.C. presupposes is . . . maybe some shows are both?
         

         
         
            Welcome to the Orange County

            In the beginning, there was McG. Well, no. In the beginning, there was a kid named Joseph McGinty Nichol growing up in Orange
               County, California. He was not a fan.
            

            
            
               McG (executive producer): It was a place devoid of any meaningful artistry, filled with planned communities, generalized divorce malaise, and a lovely,
                  dreamy, laid-back Beach Boys vibe. Certainly not a breeding ground of anything creative that the world would be interested
                  in sharing.
               

            

            Melinda Clarke would eventually become the queen of the fictionalized Orange County. She was the only O.C. cast member to have grown up in the real version, about thirty minutes south of Newport Beach in Dana Point.
            

            
            
               Melinda Clarke (Julie Cooper-Nichol): I did a lot of theater, and I had to seek it out outside of Orange County, because my mother used to call it “a cultural wasteland.” I didn’t actually experience Newport Beach the way it was perceived or portrayed in the show until I was in high school. My friends and I would go, “There’s a party in Newport,” and that’s where you would see the kids driving the Porsches and the Lamborghinis. I drove my parents’ ’64 Volvo. 

            

            Colin Hanks, who would make a memorable Season One guest appearance, studied for a year at Chapman University in the city
               of Orange.
            

            
            
               Colin Hanks (Grady Bridges): It felt like there were definitely haves and have-nots in Orange County. That’s very much baked into the DNA of that region.
               

               McG: I was a scrawny, red-haired kid that never saw a day in high school without braces. I was a virgin, and I went to high school
                  with those very same Adonises that were on the national water polo team and were beautiful and were like the Big Wednesday* poster come to life.
               

            

            That scrawny kid grew up to become a prolific music video director, working not only with Orange County–bred acts like Sugar
               Ray, but other popular nineties artists like Smash Mouth and Barenaked Ladies. Eventually, he parlayed that into a chance
               to direct the 2000 film Charlie’s Angels, starring Cameron Diaz, Drew Barrymore, and Lucy Liu. It was there that he met future O.C. executive producer Stephanie Savage. Savage had always loved pop culture—for a while, she wrote for a ’zine called Mickey Rourke—and went to Los Angeles to do research for her PhD dissertation on film history and theory.
            

            
            
               Stephanie Savage (executive producer): I needed to get a job, and then I ended up working for Drew Barrymore and Nancy Juvonen’s company, Flower Films. I worked
                  on Never Been Kissed and Donnie Darko, then Charlie’s Angels. That’s how I met McG.
               

            

            McG and Savage hit it off and set up their own production company, Wonderland Sound and Vision. In time, they had a TV development deal with Warner Bros., and produced a Miami Vice–esque cop drama called Fastlane. It only lasted a season on Fox, but now McG and Savage were in the television business, and that business wanted more from
               them.
            

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: The WB* had really wanted Fastlane but couldn’t afford it, so we said we would bring them something else down the road. Jordan Levin was the head of The WB
                  at the time, and he said that he really wanted something personal from McG, that was not what we would think of at the time
                  as a McG show—exploding cars and girls in bikinis and people shooting guns. So what could that be?
               

               McG: I was the guy from Orange County. It was a moment for Orange County, and it was a moment for me too because of what was happening
                  theatrically. And I had a stupid name that cut through. There was the Orange County scene and I had helped bring the Orange
                  County bands with the videos for Sublime. And I was buddies with Gwen Stefani, and Zack de la Rocha with Rage Against the
                  Machine. There was a synthesis of energies that went into it.
               

            

            Part of that moment? A hit movie comedy simply titled Orange County, starring Colin Hanks.
            

            
            
               Colin Hanks: I hate the phrase, but it is true: there was just something in the zeitgeist at that point. Orange County was in the conversation
                  enough at that point that it was ripe to be either lampooned or popular enough to have something set in that world that people
                  would be able to identify, you know, and understand.
               

               Stephanie Savage: I thought about the idea of Newport Beach, because that’s where McG was from, and that would hopefully help us fulfill that
                  obligation of making it seem personal to him.
               

            

            Meanwhile, a young writer named Josh Schwartz was struggling to get his first project made. A precocious film nerd from Providence,
               Rhode Island, he had sold his first screenplay, titled Providence and inspired by his relationship with his high school girlfriend, while he was still an undergrad at USC.
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz (creator/executive producer): There was a bidding war. I was in my fraternity house, it was very weird. Jules Asner from E! television came to my fraternity
                  to do the “college kid sells homework” story.
               

            

            Providence never escaped years of development hell. Schwartz began trying television, selling a few pilot scripts that didn’t go to
               series, but that would later prove useful for material on The O.C. One was Wall to Wall Records, set in the music industry and featuring a young Bradley Cooper. The other was an ABC drama called Brookfield.
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: It was a boarding school–set drama. And I did not know at the time that I was going to be writing about high schoolers for
                  the next twenty years. It was about a blue-collar kid who goes to a preppy boarding school where he does not fit in. So there
                  were definitely some bones there for what would later become The O.C.

               Peter Roth (president, Warner Bros. Television): We had so much in development with Josh at the time,* and he was such an important part of our strategy. I loved his talent. I thought, My God, this guy is going to speak to an audience that is underserved and he can do so in a way that is compelling and smart and fun and funny.

               Josh Schwartz: The consensus was that both of those projects were missing the eight-hundred-pound gorilla—the person who was attached to
                  projects who can push it through no matter what.
               

            

            Schwartz needed an eight-hundred-pound gorilla. The eight-hundred-pound gorilla’s producing partner needed a writer. And all
               the producing partner had when she met with the writer in the summer of 2002 was a location.
            

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: I started pitching that story area to people, including Josh. It could have been anything. It could have been a soap about
                  sexy real estate agents.* It could have been a cop show. Josh is going to bring up extreme sports, because XXX was a big movie at the time.
               

               Josh Schwartz: Stephanie was like, “This would be a very McG thing: extreme sports cops.” I asked, “Does that mean that they jump out of
                  the plane, land on a skateboard, and arrest people?”
               

               Stephanie Savage: And I said, “Yes, Josh, that’s exactly what it means.” That was the beginning of a beautiful friendship.
               

            

            “Extreme sports cops” soon turned back to the search for something more personal. Though Schwartz grew up a continent away
               from Orange County, he felt he understood the area well.
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: I went to USC, and that is a direct pipeline for kids from Newport Beach to go to college. As a Jewish kid from the East Coast, I felt very much like a stranger in a strange land at USC. I definitely felt my Judaism in ways that I had not in Providence. I didn’t even know water polo was a sport before I had arrived there. 

               Stephanie Savage: I brought Josh to the set of the Charlie’s Angels sequel, where he pitched McG in a trailer with Demi Moore entering at some point during the pitch.
               

               McG: Josh and I bonded over realizing we have that same sort of Seth point-of-entry experience to this world. And there were some
                  giggles there.
               

            

            Soon, they had an idea, and a title—neither quite what we would come to know.

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: It was called Newport Beach. The show was initially about a girl named Lucy Muñoz, who was the daughter of this rich family’s gardener. They were worried
                  about her in the public school that she was at, and her family lived in the guest quarters of this rich family called the
                  Atwoods. She was kind of the Ryan. Ryan was kind of the Marissa. There was a Seth and Summer.
               

               Stephanie Savage: The Needlemans are the next-door neighbors.
               

               Josh Schwartz: That’s the Cohens.
               

            

            Schwartz begins reading from the initial pitch document:

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: “This is a show about finding your place in the world. A show about people struggling for a sense of identity. We will wrestle with issues of where do we fit in? But in Newport Beach, with its blue skies and oceans bluer still, its new money and gated communities and McMansions, the amount of wealth and disparity between rich and poor intensifies everything. The characters in this town and the town itself give off a false sense of identity—seemingly beautiful and tranquil and suburban. But underneath is a world of shifting loyalties and identities, of kids living secret lives hidden from their parents, and of parents living secret lives hidden from their children. It is a place where everyone feels like an outsider, where no one feels quite at home.” 

            

            He pauses to note that what he’s read so far is largely what the show would become, then resumes with the big divergence:

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: “It is also a love story anchored by two people. One, Lucy Muñoz, an outsider who wants in. The other, Ryan Atwood, someone
                  born into the world who wants out, both driven by the sense that a life different from theirs must be better. And it’s finally
                  a coming-of-age story for these two characters, about those choices and experiences that drive us out of youth to adulthood
                  as they try to find the courage to make decisions that will set them different from their parents, different from their friends.
                  It is a story with themes universal to any community in the country, with characters and style unique to Newport Beach.”
               

            

            Sounds great, right? Not to the studio.

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: I think it got kiboshed in that first meeting. They said, “You need to retool this one element,” which was pretty significant.
               

            

            Warner Bros., it turned out, already had two other teen dramas in development that season that were Romeo and Juliet–esque star-crossed love stories between white and Latin characters: Skin, about the white daughter of a pornography magnate and the Latin son of a prosecutor,* and No Place Like Home, about the white daughter of an incarcerated criminal and the Latin son of a successful landscaper, from Party of Five creators Chris Keyser and Amy Lippman. And the studio felt that three shows with that theme in the same year was somehow
               one too many.*

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: There was no conversation—no version of, “Can’t we all develop in this area?”
               

            

            At a crossroads, Schwartz looked back to his Brookfield boarding school drama script and asked, “What if Lucy becomes Ryan?” So now Ryan Atwood was a kid from a rough-and-tumble
               neighborhood in Chino. He gets arrested joyriding in a stolen car with his older brother Trey, and somehow—through a mechanism
               Schwartz hadn’t figured out yet—winds up in Newport, where the representative of the wealth and opulence is now a girl named
               Marissa Cooper.*

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: The idea was to shuffle the deck so that we had the same Breakfast Club scenario, but different people in different chairs, from different worlds. I’m a huge Rebel Without a Cause person. It was always like Jim, Judy, and Plato were Ryan, Seth, and Lucy or Marissa, depending on what version. And thinking
                  about how 1950s melodramas would have the character of the good working-class male who comes into the upper-class world with
                  a target on his back, like Paul Newman in The Long, Hot Summer, where he’s a barn burner and no one wants anything to do with him. But of course, he’s the most moral person in the whole
                  town, and Joanne Woodward is going to fall in love with him. So that was a great shape for Ryan. And then we had to figure
                  out why this kid would ever come into this world.
               

            

            Fortunately, the Fox network’s entertainment president provided the solution.

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: Gail Berman was being honored by a charity, Alliance for Children’s Rights, where lawyers advocated for kids who were in foster
                  care, especially as they were aging out of foster care. Josh and I looked at each other like, “Lawyers and children in foster
                  care? Hmmm. This could be the answer to all of our Ryan Atwood problems of how we get this kid in this house.”
               

            

            From the Newport Beach pitch document: “Sandy Needleman is the wealthiest guy in the area, a developer who builds golf courses, because if he didn’t,
               he jokes he wouldn’t be able to play golf. He’s a nice man, liberal in his politics, always offering to speak Spanish with
               [Lucy’s father] Victor.”
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: And then Sandy morphed into a combination of this altruistic public defender and my father. He’s not the rich land developer
                  anymore. He’s this other guy, but it’s his wife who has the money. He’s walking a compromise, and has he sold his soul?
               

            

            A WB network executive had planted the seed of the idea with McG and Savage, and Peter Roth had been tasked with mending fences
               between that network and its corporate sibling studio, which had been working at cross purposes under previous regimes. But
               the project soon proved more of a match at Fox.
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: Fox at that time was really looking for a return to their Beverly Hills, 90210 roots. They’d gotten away from that, and The WB was eating their lunch in that regard. It had been a while since Party of Five and 90210 had ended.
               

               Craig Erwich (programming executive, Fox): We were making action shows like 24 and John Doe. There was a woman named Anne Schwartz, who worked for [Fox head of scheduling] Preston Beckman. She wrote an email saying
                  something like, I miss shows that were just about people like me, about young people—shows that make me feel something versus these very high-concept
                     procedurals.

               Peter Roth: One of my fears was: How do we do a teen drama and not bring it to The WB? I do remember that there was a clear preference
                  to bring the show to one of the Big Four networks. And as I recall also, Gail Berman was such an enthusiast of the idea from
                  its start that there was little doubt that we would bring it there.
               

               Gail Berman (president, Fox): When they came in to pitch us, McG’s energy was very infectious. Josh was young and adorable and sweet. They had a unique
                  presentation at that time. It had visuals, long before we all did these big decks and things like that for pitching. And I
                  knew I had to have it.
               

               McG: Josh was the youngest showrunner in history at that time when we finally got the show on the air. So everybody was looking
                  for someone to vouch for this kid, and that was my role. Plus, I was the guy from Orange County, so I had to be the keeper
                  of the flame. It was a very, very effective triangle offense with Josh, Stephanie, and me. And they clearly did all the heavy
                  lifting. I was the steward of Orange County and that had value.
               

            

            Berman liked the pitch, except for one part of it: Sandy and Kirsten Cohen’s nerdy, lonely son Seth, who would find a true
               friend in the boy who moves into the McMansion’s pool house.
            

            
            
               Susan Rovner (programming executive, Warner Bros. Television): There were some people at Fox who did not love the Seth character. I think until we found Adam Brody, they did not understand
                  him. I think to have our leading man be a geek was hard for some people at Fox to embrace. I think it was just, “I don’t like Seth Cohen.” Big Bang Theory and so many shows now use “geek chic.” This was a first. Your leading man was not your traditional leading man. Obviously,
                  Ryan was a more traditional leading man, but Seth was not.
               

               Peter Roth: Seth was the son that I think Josh thought that he was—and wished that he could have been Ryan.
               

            

            The inherently neurotic Schwartz didn’t respond well at first to hearing this response to his fictionalized self.

            
            
               Susan Rovner: Josh was sweet and a little heartbroken. I remember him being like, “Uhhh, so it’s me?”
               

               Gail Berman: There aren’t a lot of Jewish characters that appear on television. So I wanted to make sure that [Seth] had a reality to him
                  and that it wasn’t just this nerdy guy that didn’t have a world to him.
               

               Josh Schwartz: I’ve been harsh talking about it in the past, but I think the fair version is that Gail was a hundred percent right. Seth
                  was really annoying [in that original pitch]. We talked about when he discovers that Ryan had spent the night at the pool
                  house, it’s like Elliott discovering E.T. But the thing in the Seth Needleman version was that he wanted to fit in. So he
                  was always like, “Yo, these are my boys! This my boy Luke!” It’s much more of a fake fronting. He just was annoying, so it
                  was deserved. I think he was into magic?
               

               Gail said: “Well, if Ryan is our Luke Perry, who’s our Jason Priestley?” And I was like, “Uh, how dare you? This is a very
                  different show, and I’m not gonna ever watch that show.”*

               Stephanie Savage: Josh was unfamiliar with the 90210 paradigm, but Seth was a lot more like Brian Austin Green [as David Silver].
               

               Josh Schwartz: But the show wasn’t going to move forward with this version of Seth, and we had to have a come-to-Jesus meeting. I don’t remember
                  who said it, but they wanted a version of him that was more of a “beautiful dreamer.” I had imagined, like, Jay Baruchel from
                  Undeclared, and they had just canceled that show.
               

               Stephanie Savage: Which led to a very potent conversation between the two of us about what kind of a show we were making. Because in our hearts,
                  we both loved Freaks and Geeks, My So-Called Life, Undeclared. None of those shows made it to a second season. And the big powerhouse shows that worked for a large audience were not as
                  nuanced and beautiful and unique as those other shows that got crushed. So that’s where the idea of the Trojan horse came
                  from. How do we make Freaks and Geeks and My So-Called Life in a way that Fox doesn’t even know that that’s what they’ve ordered, because they have a show with guys playing volleyball
                  and girls in bikinis?
               

               Josh Schwartz: That meeting was a near-death moment for the show, because it wasn’t going to move forward until [the Seth problem] was solved.
                  It became, “Okay, if Seth’s a beautiful dreamer, what is his passion?” That led to the whole sailing thing. And having a boat
                  named after Summer and wanting to sail away.
               

            

            Allan Heinberg, a veteran of dramedies like Sex and the City and Gilmore Girls, began talking with Schwartz and Savage about writing for The O.C. if it went to series.
            

            
            
               Allan Heinberg (writer/producer): When I joined the party, Seth was more hip-hop and video game–obsessed. Stephanie and Josh and I were in McG’s office, and
                  we were sitting down asking, “Okay, how can we make Gail Berman at Fox okay with Seth as a character?” Because she was not
                  loving him. And Josh was the one who said, “Let’s make him us. He’s already the Jew in Orange County outcast. So let’s give
                  him my love of all my favorite bands and let’s give him your comics.” Neither of us was a gamer at that time. And I don’t
                  know where the hip-hop came from, but I have this reference of Seth Green in the movie Can’t Hardly Wait. That was the result of a Gail Berman note saying something like, “I don’t get this character. I don’t like him. And if this whole series hinges on the friendship between these two boys and this family taking him in, I need to love him.” It’s one of those notes where you pound your head against the wall, but it ends up being the magic fulcrum for the thing. 

               Josh Schwartz: We changed the last name from Needleman to Cohen,* which suddenly felt cooler and more accessible and less in-your-face Judaism. And they were really happy with that rewrite.
               

               Stephanie Savage: I got a little teary, like, “This is a story. This is going to be on television.”
               

            

            Heinberg had joined the process so early because Fox had an unusual plan in the event it was ordered to series: an early August
               premiere, giving the show a couple of months on the air before the bulk of the network’s prime-time schedule was hijacked
               for coverage of the baseball playoffs.
            

            
            
               Preston Beckman (head of scheduling, Fox): It was developed off-cycle. The nature of our schedule, between American Idol in midseason and baseball in the fall, created a way for us to get a season started. We decided that what we needed to try
                  to do was to premiere some shows early.
               

            

            A different scheduling problem threatened to kill the show before it started, when production delays on Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle made it impossible for McG to direct The O.C. pilot.
            

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: McG and I desperately hoped that this would somehow work out. We were trying to pretzel ourselves and do backflips. And then
                  McG’s agents were finally like, “Are you fucking crazy? You are the director of this $100 million movie and you will shoot
                  the end of the movie whenever they tell you to shoot it. There’s no version of you telling them they have to move the release
                  date of Charlie’s Angels because you have to shoot a teen drama pilot for Fox. Just fuck off. That’s not happening.”
               

               Josh Schwartz: Then there came a very dark day where I was sat down by McG and Stephanie. He said, “I just can’t do it.” And then I was
                  like, Oh, we’re screwed. This is the whole thing. I was supposed to have the eight-hundred-pound gorilla directing and this is what’s
                     the special sauce that I’ve been missing? And now it’s gone and we’re doomed. Warner Bros. was so mad.
               

               Susan Rovner: I was definitely pissed. McG was incredibly important. It was very much a combination of McG representing Orange County, and
                  then Josh obviously being Seth. It was this marriage. It was terrifying when he dropped out on that.
               

               Gail Berman: I felt like I had been baited and switched. I was not pleasant about it. I felt like we were on the precipice of this really
                  great thing and then the person who had brought it in was gone. Now, remember, Josh is a young man at the time. He has zero
                  experience. Zero. Now, McG doesn’t have a lot of television experience, but he has an energy. And I’m thinking he’s the guy who’s going to be able to make this pilot great.
                  And then I find out that he’s not going to do it. And I honestly was very, very upset and angry.
               

               Josh Schwartz: McG was banned from coming to casting.
               

            

            Peter Roth, famous in town for hugging anyone and everyone, was no more pleased.

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: I was told I would be allowed to come to the Warner Bros. lot, but—and this is totally serious—Peter Roth would not be hugging
                  me.
               

               Lisa Cochran (unit production manager): I distinctly remember calling the studio and saying, “Uh, we just lost the director.” And they said, “We know, keep going.” “Keep going what?” They said, “Keep prepping.” We kept picking locations, we kept hiring the crew. And this felt like forever, or maybe it was only a few days or a week, but ultimately we ended up with our new director. 

            

         
         
            When Life Gives You Limans . . .

            
               Josh Schwartz: I was in front of my apartment on my Treo, getting a phone call that Doug Liman was interested in meeting and wanted to direct
                  the pilot. I was overjoyed. I couldn’t believe our good fortune.
               

            

            Doug Liman was a director at an early career crossroads. 1996’s Swingers and 1999’s Go had been well-received, with strong performances from rising stars like Vince Vaughn, Jon Favreau, and Katie Holmes. And
               2002’s The Bourne Identity was a huge hit and the start of a franchise. But Liman’s bluntness meant he was not going to direct any additional Bourne films—and, he feared, not make another movie, period. This was why Liman and his producing partner David Bartis were reading
               TV pilot scripts that year.
            

            
            
               Doug Liman (director/executive producer): The Bourne Identity had come out, and I committed the cardinal sin of telling reporters how horrible the studio had been to me making the movie.
                  And how I made the movie in spite of that, as opposed to giving them some credit. And Stacey Snider, who was running Universal,
                  said she was going to make sure I never worked again. I didn’t necessarily want to test whether she had the ability to keep
                  me from working, and thought I should look into TV. And that was the climate in which I had read The O.C. I hadn’t really thought about doing TV, but I thought, Fuck, this would be really great.

               Stephanie Savage: Jumping on something that was already going was a good opportunity for them to get something made quickly. Having the reputation that he had as a director, it felt like Doug’s sensibility and his pedigree would be elevating things. 

               Gail Berman: We were lucky to get Doug. Doug was very, very happening at that moment in the feature world.
               

               Doug Liman: In particular, what I loved about it was the character Seth. That was me in high school. And I was like, I wish to go back in a time machine and tell the guy that was all insecure in high school that maybe it’s all going to work
                     out. It’s going to get better by the time you get to college. The whole time making the show, I always had this very protective attitude towards that character. I wished I could just shake
                  him and tell him it’s going to be okay.
               

            

         
         
            The “The”

            Lucy Muñoz wasn’t the only name that vanished over the course of this wild development process. Before the script got turned
               in to Fox, there was a title change, from Newport Beach to The O.C.

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: I think there was a concern that Newport Beach felt too much like a Saturday morning sitcom, like California Dreams, or maybe like weekday daytime. Just having “beach” in the title gave middle-aged housewife, soap opera vibes. And Orange County was already taken.
               

            

            Orange County native McG was not pleased with the use of the definite article in this new title.

            
            
               McG: My largest takeaway was, “Dude, there’s no ‘the.’” He’s like, “No, it’s going to be great. It’s The O.C.” And I just said, “No, we say, ‘O.C.’”
               

               Josh Schwartz: I was like, “No, I went to college with all these white kids from Orange County who were trying to put their own spin on ‘the LBC’ by saying, ‘I’m from the O.C.’” So that’s how I heard it. I didn’t know that that was historically not accurate, or even potentially controversial. And later we heard a lot of people who are like, “Don’t call it that. Just call it O.C.”
               

            

            Schwartz and Savage were at the Wonderland offices late on a Saturday night as Schwartz did another rewrite of the pilot script,
               when he decided that Marissa’s boyfriend, the bully Luke Ward, would punch out Ryan and then declare, “Welcome to the O.C.,
               bitch! This is how it’s done in Orange County!”
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: I was like, “We’ve got to get this line in there.” Having Luke say it felt like a way to put it out there and own it. And
                  it was our big Karate Kid moment as well. Definitely influenced by The Karate Kid.
               

               McG: [Josh] goes, “Trust me: The O.C.” And boy, was he right.
               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Casting

         
         A great script is only one piece of the puzzle. In the hands of the wrong actors, no words on a page can be good enough. Imagine,
            for instance, if, during the casting of Mad Men, the head of AMC had said, “This Dane Cook’s got a lot of MySpace followers. He should play Don Draper!” No one involved
            in casting The O.C. made such an outlandish request, but the process was a challenge.
         

         
         
            A Rush to Find Actors

            To help find their Ryan, Marissa, Seth, Sandy, and the rest, Schwartz and Savage brought in casting director Patrick Rush.
               Between Party of Five and Everwood, he had plenty of experience finding, as he puts it, “pretty crying white kids.”
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush (casting director): I read the script, and I was like, “You know what? I want this. This is really good.” I wanted the job, and they hired me.
               

            

            Schwartz and Savage already had actor types in mind.

            
            
               Josh Schwartz (creator/executive producer): We had a whole board that we made that we went to Fox with, during the pitch and it had all the characters, with photos of different actors who were the prototypes. It was Jeff Goldblum [for Sandy], Michelle Pfeiffer [for Kirsten], Dennis Quaid, I think, for Jimmy Cooper. I think Kate Bosworth was Marissa. Josh Hartnett was Ryan. I think [Jason] Schwartzman was Seth Cohen. So those are the prototypes. And then obviously the process takes over. You can’t imagine anyone else but the people you cast playing those roles. 

            

         
         
            Sandy Cohen: Peter Gallagher Sings for His Supper

            The first role to be cast was the Cohen family patriarch, Sandy Cohen.

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: It became a question of who is somebody who hasn’t done television before. Where if you heard that they were in the show,
                  you would think, Oh, this must not just be a teen drama like those that have come before, where the parents were not as featured.
               

               Stephanie Savage (executive producer): I think Jon Cryer read for it.
               

               Josh Schwartz: 2003 was the year the Brat Pack was going to do TV.
               

            

            The Sandy wish list the producers initially gave to Patrick Rush included Jeff Goldblum, Aidan Quinn, Michael Keaton, and
               Peter Gallagher. Rush did not recall every detail of winnowing down that list, but could make educated guesses based on his
               process and a long history with Schwartz and Savage that began on The O.C.

            
            
               Patrick Rush: The thing about working with Josh and Stephanie is that they come with a vision, which is a gift for a casting person. As
                  opposed to producers who are like, “Well, we’ll know it when we see it.” That’s not them. They have an idea. So you start
                  checking avails and interest. Like, is Jeff Goldblum available and would he want to do a series on Fox? Which is probably
                  no. You start there with the names they circled and you do your basic email checks and then you whittle it down until we were
                  left with Aidan Quinn and Peter Gallagher. And we talked about it. I always thought the reason I love The O.C. is because it had humor. And Peter Gallagher just seemed a little bit funnier than an Aidan Quinn might be. 

            

            Gallagher, a distinguished veteran of the stage and screen who was looking to do television for the steady paycheck, was knocked
               out by Schwartz’s writing.
            

            
            
               Peter Gallagher (Sandy Cohen): I thought it was the most wonderful thing I had ever read. First of all, I just loved it as a dad. I loved my dad, but he
                  didn’t talk to me. So I always had this deficit in my heart and soul imagining what conversations I would have with a dad
                  who talked to me. Up to that point, fathers had been portrayed just as comedy for a lot of sitcoms—stupid and clueless. It
                  was mean.
               

            

            As a native New Yorker who had recently lived through the city’s greatest tragedy and its aftermath, Gallagher found a deeper
               meaning in the seemingly frothy soap.
            

            
            
               Peter Gallagher: What really blew my mind was I just thought this was the absolute best story to be telling about America. Because on the heels
                  of 9/11, we could have been gripped by a paroxysm of xenophobia. Of wanting to demonize the other: It’s their fault. And I thought, what a great story about this guy, this Jewish guy from the Bronx who’s living, who’s in love with a shiksa
                  from San Diego and living in a gated community. And he doesn’t surrender himself or his beliefs or a sense of humor or his
                  capacity for embracing the other. And that to me was a powerful American story to be telling: that you have nothing to fear
                  of the other, and the real tragedy happens when all you have is fear and no communication. I saw this as the greatest seriocomic
                  family drama anybody could ever produce. And of course, my friends were like, “I’m so sorry, man, you’re doing soaps now.”
                  And I said, “What are you talking about? This is the greatest thing I’ve ever read. This is funny and true and illuminating.”
               

               Patrick Rush: Peter Gallagher didn’t have to go to Warner Bros., but Fox asked for him to come in and test. It was weird. I was like, “Just
                  offer it to Peter Gallagher, Jesus Christ.”
               

               Josh Schwartz: Peter, I think, had an offer subject to a onetime read at the network. And everyone’s so excited, but it was still a formality.
                  So McG’s like, “Let’s just read the scene.” To hear Peter Gallagher reading something that I had written was such a thrill
                  that I’ll never forget it. And even though he’s not Jewish, he was so clearly Sandy Cohen.
               

               Peter Gallagher: I’ve played several important Jewish characters. I played Leo Frank in The Murder of Mary Phagan with Jack Lemmon. I feel like Jimmy Cagney. I feel like I’ve been speaking Yiddish since I can remember.
               

               Josh Schwartz: He went and read and Gail Berman and [Fox casting executive] Marcia Shulman were basically flirting with him.
               

               Patrick Rush: He was a really good sport. He had just come off of a really bad day of something he was doing on Broadway. And he came in
                  and he’s like, “So what do I got to do to get this job? You want me to sing and dance?” And Gail Berman said, “Yeah.” And
                  he broke into, like, a soft-shoe and a song.
               

               Gail Berman (president, Fox): I’m with Peter and I’m thinking, I’m the president of the network. I’m going to get him to sing for me. He’s just a wonderful guy. It was adorable. I was the theater nerd in the room, and I was like, I’m not missing this opportunity.

               Peter Gallagher: I thought, Oh, I’m not in bad shape here. I love Gail Berman. And I love the fact that she was such a fan of the theater. She asked me to sing something, and I say, “Sure.” You don’t have to ask me twice. But it was nice, because it was affectionate and it was respectful and she was acknowledging that we had to have this meeting, but she wasn’t going to have me jump through hoops. But while I was there, could I sing her a song? Okay! 

               Patrick Rush: In my heart, it was like we were done in that moment. He was ready to be a team player.
               

            

            Sandy Cohen would easily be the nicest character Gallagher had played to that point in a career filled with scoundrels, cads,
               and outright bastards.
            

            
            
               Peter Gallagher: I’d played so many bad guys and heels that it was really one of the first parts I’d played where I wasn’t the signpost saying,
                  “Stay away from here. Go there. Don’t go here, go there.”
               

               Josh Schwartz: When you meet Peter, he’s just not that guy at all. There’s nothing about Peter that’s anything other than incredibly warm
                  and extremely enthusiastic, and the man just loves acting. I think the fun that he had with the role—the fun he had on the
                  show—really popped off the screen for people.
               

            

            Though the family name had changed to one that offered, as Schwartz had put it, “less in-your-face Judaism” than when they
               were the Needlemans, the Cohens were nonetheless overtly Jewish in a medium that still tended to imply that characters were
               Members of the Tribe without actually saying it.*

            
            
               Lauren Gussis (writers’ assistant): It was one of the first shows that had any Jewish representation at all in a way that was not grossly stereotypical. Like,
                  I think there are shows on now that have Jewish representation and I am like not thrilled with how that goes. But I think
                  because the call was coming from inside the house, it was a really lovely, warm, positive, openhearted thing.
               

            

         
         
            Marissa Cooper: The Most Beautiful Girl in the World

            While the producers struggled to find either Sandy’s biological son or his foster son, they had an easier—if still contentious—time
               zeroing in on the actor to play Marissa Cooper, the literal girl next door to the Cohens, and the star-crossed love interest
               of Ryan Atwood.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: We had tons of auditions. I remember that Kate Mara auditioned. A couple of those gals who were coming up and great. But
                  that quintessential California sun-kissed beauty was what they were looking for.
               

               Stephanie Savage: Josh had written a line in the script—
               

               Josh Schwartz: “She’s the most heartbreakingly beautiful girl in the world and knows it, and is a little embarrassed by it.” Marissa needed
                  to be in this world where everybody’s attractive, but there’s just something about her that feels alien. That feels elevated.
               

            

            Savage conveniently had already worked with someone who might fit that bill: sixteen-year-old Mischa Barton, who had been
               acting on the stage and screen since she was eight years old, most famously as one of the dead people Haley Joel Osment sees
               in The Sixth Sense. A more obscure role brought her to Savage’s attention.
            

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: I watched Lawn Dogs when we were casting Sam Rockwell in Charlie’s Angels. Sam was amazing, but there was this little girl—Mischa—who was incredible. Then a couple of years later, there was a picture
                  of her at Sundance, now a teenager, and she was just so beautiful and lovely and outdoorsy with her scarf, in the snow at
                  Sundance. I cut that picture out and put her in a collage on my desk of things that I liked. And then when we were doing an
                  episode of Fastlane where we had a Paris Hilton–type character, Mischa came and played the Paris Hilton character.
               

               Josh Schwartz: Mischa ran in some pretty sophisticated circles in New York, had already had the eye of a lot of fashion designers and fashion
                  photographers and magazines, and was in that world. We were really excited about her.
               

               Stephanie Savage: Most sixteen-year-olds coming in for pilots, their background is usually Disney or soaps or theater. They’re very polished.
                  But Mischa was coming from independent film. She didn’t play to the back of the room, which was exciting, but could read as
                  being green.
               

               Josh Schwartz: Marcia Shulman felt like there was a similar quality to casting Ali MacGraw in Love Story—somebody who was a raw, charismatic star, even if they were not as experienced.
               

               Stephanie Savage: Mischa totally had that quality of someone who was so beautiful that the way people interacted with her was actually awkward
                  and strange, because she was the most beautiful person that people had seen. Josh and I took her to a music show. Before the
                  show began, people came up and asked to take a picture of her. And I said, “What do you know her from?” And they were like,
                  “Nothing. She’s just so pretty.” It was like, Okay, that’s someone who’s living with a set of circumstances that are just very, very foreign to us other civilians. But that was a quality that Marissa had, and that Mischa really captured.
               

               Josh Schwartz: She was quite tall. She was a little bit uncomfortable in her skin at times. She was really beautiful and could pose on a
                  red carpet in a way that felt like she owned it. But when you were in the room with her, she did still feel like an awkward
                  teenager who’d just had a growth spurt and wasn’t quite sure how to fold her arms. Posture was always something that we were
                  on her about. She had a gawky teenage quality to her that was really interesting with her cover girl looks.
               

               Mischa Barton (Marissa Cooper): I thought that she was nothing like me. So she would be a very interesting character to try to play.
               

            

            Though Barton was the producers’ favorite, another contender emerged: an unknown teenage actor named Olivia Wilde.

            
            
               Patrick Rush: Josh and Stephanie were very pro-Mischa, and McG was on the Mischa bandwagon from the start. I was not. I was more excited about Olivia because I think
                  Olivia was naturally a better actress. Not as experienced, just better.
               

               Josh Schwartz: Olivia was really exciting. She had It. She was eighteen or nineteen, she had just moved here. She was already married to
                  a guy who, I forget what his title was exactly—
               

               Stephanie Savage: He was, like, an Italian prince.*

               Josh Schwartz: We thought she was phenomenal and really liked her. Ultimately, though, Olivia comes from a place of real strength. Marissa
                  was someone who needed to have a real vulnerability to her. Ryan is stepping into her life and trying to help rescue Marissa
                  from the dark forces that are swirling around her. And Olivia was somebody who did not need saving in any way, shape, or form.
               

               Stephanie Savage: I felt like Marissa had that quality of vulnerability of a girl who was stuck in this world where she wasn’t really seen for who she was and what she wanted to be. They just saw that she was pretty and were like, “Great, you do Junior League fashion show. You date Luke. You fulfill your mother’s dreams by being perfect.” And she wasn’t able. She had a lot going on that no one really saw or wanted to see. And Olivia doesn’t seem like that. Olivia seems like someone whose version of Marissa would be able to get her wants and needs met, and would be able to get out of Newport, and wasn’t dating Luke and wasn’t doing a fashion show, and didn’t get her feelings hurt because her mom was talking about her angles. 

            

            Though The O.C. producers were all pushing for Barton, many other involved parties felt strongly that Wilde should get the part.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: All my concerns about Mischa were expressed by the network as well.
               

               Susan Rovner (programming executive, Warner Bros. Television): I was on Team Olivia. I was not on Team Mischa. I didn’t get her. I didn’t understand it. At Warners, we always ultimately
                  side with our producer, and Josh and Stephanie and McG were very, very passionate about Mischa. So ultimately, we’re like,
                  “It’s your call, but I don’t get it.” I will say, when you see the pilot, and then you see the series, she was the right choice
                  ultimately. I think she embodied the character and what they wanted from that character. But, yeah, I was not Team Mischa.
               

               Patrick Rush: And in retrospect, once the show debuted, I was wrong because she was a star.
               

            

            The producers took the unusual step of writing some extra material for Barton to play on camera, as a bonus screen test they
               hoped would assuage everyone’s fears.
            

            
            
               Mischa Barton: McG took it into his own hands to film that. I remember that day very vividly.
               

               Josh Schwartz: She was pretty gung ho about it all. Her character, even in the pilot, is struggling with alcohol and passing out in the driveway.
                  She didn’t really shy from any of that.
               

               Stephanie Savage: I know there was some concern that Mischa was so pretty that girls would not relate to her. And my feeling was, Girls won’t relate to her, but they’ll look up to her, or they’ll want to protect her. The feeling that I had about Mischa was that I would want to watch that show every week until it went off the air, and buy
                  every magazine that she was on the cover of, because she had that quality.
               

            

            Olivia Wilde didn’t get to play Marissa, but she did wind up starring in one of the other Fox/Warner Bros. teen drama pilots
               that season: after The O.C. pilot finished casting, Patrick Rush was asked to help the Skin producers find their female lead, and he brought Wilde to their attention. She got the job—but her time in The O.C. story wasn’t quite finished yet. (More on that later.)
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: Had it been Olivia, we would have made it work in a different way, I’m sure, ultimately. But it’s hard to imagine it going
                  the other way.
               

            

         
         
            Kirsten Cohen: An Old Debt Repaid

            While the other teen roles remained elusive, Rush filled out the adult ensemble. Peter Gallagher needed a partner to play
               Sandy’s wife Kirsten Cohen (née Nichol*). Born to one of the most powerful families in Newport Beach, Kirsten had rebelled against her conservative WASPy upbringing
               by marrying the liberal Jewish firebrand Sandy.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: You’re going through the big list and checking avails and seeing who’s either available or interested in being the mom to teenagers in a Fox show. That was an uphill battle, obviously. And then you’re simultaneously doing auditions with actresses who are forty, or in their mid- to late thirties who were willing to audition, who weren’t offer-only gals. 

            

            All casting directors have long memories of actors they pushed for who didn’t get the part, whom they felt they owed another
               shot. For Patrick Rush, one of those was Kelly Rowan.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: I had been casting a pilot the year or two prior at Fox called The $treet. That was a Darren Star pilot with Tom Everett Scott. The day we were testing the lead female role, I was literally pulling
                  onto the Fox lot when I got the call that they were offering it to Jennifer Connelly. And now you’ve got a roomful of ladies
                  coming to test for that role, and you have to send them home. So I always wanted to make it up to Kelly Rowan. But I also
                  thought she was really perfect for that part [of Kirsten].
               

            

            It was a role that for some reason attracted a lot of women of a certain age named Kelly. Kelly Rutherford didn’t get it,
               but she would work with Schwartz and Savage years later on Gossip Girl, and Savage recalls Kelly Lynch testing with Fox at the same time as Rowan.
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: Kelly Rowan was a really solid actress. She looked the part. She was strong. She felt smart. She read with Peter and they
                  had a really good balance together. And she has a difficult line to walk in the pilot, because she’s the one who’s like, “I
                  don’t know if I want this kid living in this house.” So she’s taking a position opposite of what the audience wants. She was
                  able to do it in a way that made you understand and be empathetic.
               

               Kelly Rowan (Kirsten Cohen): It was a really good script and role. Then when Peter was attached to it, that gave it a bit of weight. They had us read
                  together and Peter’s a really good tennis partner, so when we first read together, it felt very comfortable and it made sense.
                  I think the really successful shows, if you cast a show really well, it’s magic in a bottle.
               

               Peter Gallagher: She was a really good foil. She was pretty solid and I think it was a good yin and yang. We had fun.
               

               Josh Schwartz: I remember after she read, [Fox Entertainment chairman] Sandy Grushow just looked at everybody and was like, “I don’t see
                  a problem here. That seemed great to me.” And she’s Canadian, so it’s hilarious that she just naturally fell into this role
                  of the SoCal shiksa.
               

               Stephanie Savage: Maybe her being Canadian, is that the other part of Kirsten Cohen? She’s a hard worker. She runs a company. She has a relationship
                  with her difficult father. She was someone you needed to feel like superconfident that she in a lot of ways was running this
                  house. And Kelly got a lot of that in a way that made you admire her and feel good that this was a house that was run well.
                  But also, she wasn’t a natural doting mom—she was someone where motherhood was a little bit difficult for her. Her own mother
                  had died when Seth was a baby, and that made it hard for her to open her heart. So there was a lot going on in the background.
               

               Josh Schwartz: She was the breadwinner of the family. She didn’t like cooking. She worked for a very difficult dad. It was her money. But
                  the act of marrying Sandy Cohen showed that she wasn’t a typical Newpsie* who only cared about money and material things. She did do this one rebellious thing, which is marry this guy that was the
                  opposite of her father in every single way. So she loved her father, but she also loved Sandy, which is an interesting character.
               

            

         
         
            Jimmy Cooper: The Ex Next Door

            Marissa’s father, Jimmy, was conveniently also once the love of Kirsten’s life when they were teens themselves. Instead, he wound up marrying the younger, poorer Julie in the wake of an unplanned pregnancy, living in the McMansion next to Kirsten’s, and doing shady things with the finances of his many wealth management clients. 

            
            
               Stephanie Savage: We had a really good conversation with Andrew McCarthy, who ended up not being Jimmy. He said very interesting things about
                  the character that we actually incorporated into the story. We had talked about Jimmy Cooper “doing the right thing,” by marrying
                  Julie when she got pregnant. Andrew McCarthy was like, “For Jimmy’s parents, ‘the right thing’ is getting an abortion. They
                  do not want him to marry Julie, so if he’s marrying Julie, he’s doing that for another reason that’s not pleasing his parents.
                  His parents want him to marry someone from his own social strata and have children in his thirties. They are not rooting for
                  this.” And I thought that was really interesting because Andrew McCarthy was the same age as the character and had gone through
                  that echelon and experienced those values in a way that felt like what he was saying was true.
               

            

            Unlike McCarthy, Tate Donovan was never labeled a member of the Brat Pack. But he had played the male lead in the mid-eighties
               teen adventure movie SpaceCamp, which made him the right age for Jimmy.
            

            
            
               Tate Donovan (Jimmy Cooper): I thought it was a pretty good script—like, “Wow, this is not horrible for television,” which you shouldn’t say now, but you
                  have to think back. I’m going to be honest: most of broadcast television is pretty unwatchable. And it was even worse back
                  then. But The O.C. was very readable and the dialogue was very understandable. And it was a part I thought I could get.
               

               Patrick Rush: He clearly won the role in the room, in a big way. There’s something about an actor who just walks into the room and is ready
                  to deliver. And he was that guy. He was present and affable and likable. Like, Yeah, that’s Jimmy.
               

               Josh Schwartz: He was, dare I say, the Pete Davidson of the early aughts—him and Adam Duritz from Counting Crows—in terms of getting the
                  cast of Friends. He had a pretty well-documented [relationship with] Sandra Bullock. He had a [relationship with] Jennifer Aniston. So I
                  remember when he came in just being like, God, who is this guy? What can he teach me? And he doesn’t have any of that energy at all. He was the most charming, nicest, most unassuming guy in the world, and just
                  brought a real charisma and likability to Jimmy Cooper, who obviously was the guy doing some unlikable things.
               

            

         
         
            Seth Cohen: A Tale of Two Auditions

            Finding an actor to play Seth proved strenuous in a very different way.

            
            
               Patrick Rush: I’ve worked for Josh and Stephanie for twenty years and done a bunch of stuff with them. I now know that I have had to cast
                  the role of Josh Schwartz eight times. I didn’t know that with Seth Cohen.
               

            

            San Diego native Adam Brody had decided to go into acting while working as a Blockbuster Video clerk. In only a few years,
               he’d racked up a fair number of credits, including playing the lead on a short-lived MTV sitcom called The Sausage Factory, and a recurring role on Gilmore Girls. His first meeting with Rush about playing Seth took an unexpected turn.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: I never watched Gilmore Girls, so I didn’t really know who he was. He came into my office and said, “I got the appointment for the role of Seth, but I
                  would really rather read for Ryan.” I’m not a casting person who would throw an actor out of my office because of that, so
                  I said okay. He read it, and all I kept hearing was Seth’s voice. I thanked him, and then I told his agent that I would really
                  like to have him come back for Seth. I even said he doesn’t have to come back to read for me as Seth; he can go straight to
                  [the] producers.
               

            

            Brody’s competition for the role was close to home—literally.

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: We saw a lot of guys for Seth, and apparently a bunch of them all lived in the same house: Brody, Bret Harrison, Marshall
                  Allman, and Johnny Lewis. We used to call it “The House of Seth,” because all of these kids who read for Seth lived there.
                  Then there was one guy that everybody called “Bar Mitzvah Josh,” Aaron Himelstein. He was the extremely real version—like,
                  if an even more awkward version of me had walked in to read. Naturally, I loved him, and the network was like, “No.”
               

            

            Despite the initial Ryan vs. Seth curveball, Brody had charmed Patrick Rush. His first meeting with the producers did not
               end nearly as well.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: In retrospect, I wish I had had him come back to read for me as Seth before they saw him. It was one of those times where
                  I shot myself in the foot and was like, “I really, truly think our Seth is coming in today.” And then Adam came in.
               

               Craig Erwich (programming executive, Fox): Adam’s audition was off the wall. He was lying down on the floor at some point.
               

               Patrick Rush: Adam took . . . liberties with the material. He ad-libbed. He was obnoxious. He was disrespectful of the material. Josh was like, “I never want to see
                  that kid again.”
               

               Josh Schwartz: I was like, “Who is this? He came in and didn’t know any of the lines? What? No, fuck this guy!”
               

               Stephanie Savage: He ad-libbed the whole thing. He didn’t say anything as written. Josh and I were like, “Why did you bring that guy back? He
                  sucks.”
               

            

            And what does Adam Brody remember of this process?

            
            
               Adam Brody (Seth Cohen): Zero. Nothing. Not a thing. I do remember Patrick in general, I know him and like him a lot. The only audition I remember
                  at all is the network tests with Ben [McKenzie].
               

               Patrick Rush: I don’t know if his coming back to do Seth was his way of saying, “I don’t care. I don’t want to play this,” but it was one
                  for the books. I’m sitting face-to-face with Adam Brody. And they’re behind me. So I can’t see their reactions to what he’s
                  doing. But I know my face as I’m reading with Adam is like this. [Patrick conjures up a horrified expression over Zoom.] I don’t think Peter Roth was in love with him, either.
               

            

            A good casting director trusts his hunches, and argues on behalf of them. Patrick Rush is an excellent casting director.

            
            
               Patrick Rush: Luckily, because I’d spent enough time with [Josh and Stephanie], and they’re truly lovely, I knew that I could fight the
                  good fight. I said, “Would you please let me see if I can give a note to the agent to have him come back and stay on the page?”
                  And I think just to shut me up for a minute, they said yes.
               

               Stephanie Savage: He came back, and actually read the part as written and put some effort into it. And it was amazing.
               

            

            The director swap from McG to Doug Liman proved fortuitously timed for Brody.

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: It was around the same time that Doug was coming onto the show. Doug in the room looked to me and was like, “I love this guy.”
               

               Adam Brody: I was skeptical of being on a high school show in perpetuity. But I liked the script and on the plus side, Doug Liman came aboard late in the process. And that changed my calculations a bit, to be honest with you, because Swingers had changed my life a few years prior. So I thought, Okay, it’s worth doing it and seeing what happens, and we’ll worry about the high school thing as it comes.

               Josh Schwartz: Adam was a film buff, and now he was more enthusiastic. Whether he was reluctant about the project initially, Doug’s involvement
                  definitely validated it for him.
               

               Doug Liman (director/executive producer): In The O.C., [Brody] was like the ideal version of what I had wanted to be in high school. He didn’t get caught up in any of the bullshit.
                  He’s a great actor and a friggin’ hard worker, and just holds the screen.
               

               David Bartis (executive producer): Doug can be tough and he can throw a lot at you. And if you can come back from that—if you can take a punch and then get back
                  up and do something different, do it again—that says a lot. And Adam was doing that.
               

               Tate Donovan: I just thought he was going to be the next Tom Hanks. I was like, “This guy is just a fucking huge star.”
               

            

         
         
            Ryan Atwood: “Please Let This Be That Kid They’re Talking About”

            Ryan Atwood was by far the more conventional of the show’s two male leads. Yet somehow, the producers were having an even
               harder go of it finding their Ryan than they had with Seth, and time was running out.
            

            
            
               Patrick Rush: We saw Chris Pine, who was really good. I hate saying this, but it’s the truth: Chris Pine was at the age where he was experiencing
                  really bad skin problems. And it was at that point where it looked insurmountable. And as a kid who grew up with horrible
                  skin, it just broke my heart. But Chris Pine’s fine now. He’s all right.
               

               Josh Schwartz: We had gone down the road with Garrett Hedlund to play Ryan, which felt like an exciting choice—like somebody who was going
                  to be a star, as well. And then in the middle of that process, he got cast as the lead of Troy.
               

            

            So they kept looking, including an audition for D.J. Cotrona, who would go on to star in Skin opposite Olivia Wilde.
            

            
            
               Josh Schwartz: No one was falling in love. We were in [Warner casting executive] Mary Buck’s office for casting, and Steve Pearlman, who
                  was Peter Roth’s number two at the time in the studio, said, “Well, what about that guy Ben McKenzie,” who had just come in
                  and read for like the fifth lead of a UPN show.
               

            

            Ben McKenzie was a twenty-four-year-old actor with barely any screen credits. UPN was developing a pilot that year called
               Newton, created by Craig Silverstein and David Nadelberg. The logline: “A struggling family wins the opportunity to move to a small
               town utopia in exchange for testing out bizarre, futuristic products that change their lives.”
            

            
            
               Craig Silverstein (Newton creator/executive producer): Ben McKenzie tested for the role of Eli—a wannabe Holden Caulfield who positioned himself as a rebel activist out to expose
                  the secret behind the corporate-owned town. Ben’s audition was terrific. We showed the tape to Susan Rovner and Peter Roth
                  and they agreed. Submitted him as our choice to the network. The word we got back from someone at UPN was, “We don’t think
                  he’s a star.” That’s it.
               

               Patrick Rush: Someone in Warner Bros. casting said, “You should see this kid. He has a Ryan feel to him.” If we’re a Warner Bros. pilot
                  and they like him? I’m thinking, I’m not gonna pre-read him, we’re just getting him in fast because he’s going to go fast.

            

            If Ben McKenzie was in demand, nobody bothered telling Ben McKenzie.

            
            
               Ben McKenzie (Ryan Atwood): I was seriously considering leaving L.A. I was really, really low—not just financially, but more importantly, emotionally.
                  I didn’t know anyone in L.A. I had been there a year, and I’d only gotten a guest starring role and a costarring role in an
                  entire year of auditioning.
               

               Patrick Rush: I remember parking and walking and seeing Benjamin McKenzie outside. I’d never met him before, and I thought to myself, Please let this be that kid they’re talking about. It was coming off him. There was an intensity. When you meet Ben, you know immediately he’s a serious actor. I thought, He has that look, we need it. So if there’s any way he could spit out the dialogue . . . When I brought him in to introduce him, he was not chitchatty, he was not overly effusive or friendly or whatever. He was
                  ready. My back is to them, and I’m thinking, Oh my God, this is Ryan. Oh please, dear God, this is right. Please let them love him as much as I’m loving him. He was so solid. He was just an actor. He had prepared. He looked like he wanted the part, and he looked right for the part.
                  And I thought he was so, so handsome. If I remember correctly, he tested against Josh Henderson.*

               Susan Rovner: That audition, I remember vividly. He owned the room. The second I saw him do it, I was like, “There’s Ryan.”
               

               Craig Erwich: He really inhabited the character. He felt like that kind of man, or kid, of few words—James Dean–esque, but not a poser.
                  He felt like there was a real soul behind him versus someone who was just playing the danger or the damage.
               

               Josh Schwartz: I remember he was standing outside. He was smoking a cigarette. He was very taciturn and shy prior to the meeting on the way in. And then when he walked in to read, he wasn’t what we had imagined for the part. He felt more thoughtful and more internal, less of an obvious bad boy. He had more of an Ed Norton quality—something more cerebral. 

               Stephanie Savage: Which is how Ryan is written. It’s the thing that makes Sandy think that this kid needs saving: his high test scores and the
                  sassy monologue he gives about how not having dreams is what makes you smart. And he was super handsome and all the girls
                  in Orange County would like him. So it made sense, but there was still this feeling of having to adjust the frame.
               

            

            As far as McKenzie and Doug Liman are concerned, though, things did not start off well.

            
            
               Ben McKenzie: It’s just a bad read. I’m trying way too hard. It’s ugly. And there’s this awkward pause.
               

               Doug Liman: Evidently I said to him, “Um, okay, do you mind doing that again, and this time do it better?” Which is not a great stage direction to give. For many reasons. I’m a little horrified when I hear that. I’m worried I might have said
                  that to other people, who didn’t end up doing it better.
               

               Ben McKenzie: And Doug does that thing where he’s like [McKenzie does a spot-on Doug Liman impression], “Okay. So. Uh. Okay. So do it. Less soap opera-y.” I just remember being like, Cool. So your note is, “Do it less shitty.” It’s that moment in the audition where you’re either going to be able to figure it out and rise to the challenge—where you’re
                  either the right person for the job in that moment or you’re not. It was actually freeing, because it was honest—which is
                  what I found Doug to be. If it works, it works. And if it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. And he’ll just tell you, and then
                  you’re free to go.
               

               McG (executive producer): He was hell-bent on being the disciplined actor, very reminiscent of the greats, with the Pacino poster and the De Niro poster. And the focus on sense memory training and Meisner and acting is reacting, and everything that goes into that. And Adam Brody was playing jazz. 

            

            Here, for instance, is McKenzie putting his theater education to work to explain the degree to which he and Ryan Atwood began
               to resemble each other over time:
            

            
            
               Ben McKenzie: I subscribe to the theory that there is no such thing as “the character.” There’s the words on the page and there’s the person
                  playing the part, and the blend of those two things becomes this thing you call the character. And if someone else had played
                  the role, “the character” would have been different. The way I was playing it was leaning into this side of me that has a
                  chip on his shoulder, the kind of guy who had to fight his way up. And I did come by that somewhat honestly. I grew up in
                  Texas, in Austin, went to public

               
               
            

         
         
            Summer, Julie, and Luke*: Three Stealth Cast Members
            

            
            
            
               
            

            
            
            
               
            

            
            
            
               
               
               
               
               
               
               
            

            
            
            
               
               
               
            

            
            
            
               
               
               
            

            
            
            
               
            

            
            
            
               
               
               
               
            

            
            
            
               
               
               
            

         
         
            Kaitlin Cooper 1.0
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