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ix
            Foreword by Harley Peyton

         

         It is often better to be lucky than good, and I was very lucky to have an acquaintance who suggested that maybe I’d like to see a screening of the TV pilot he wrote and produced with David Lynch. Like many who saw Twin Peaks at the Director’s Guild that night, I stepped into the lobby stunned by what I had seen, and quite suddenly, like a door had been opened, inspired by all the things I had no idea a TV show could do. In the stupefied aftermath, I found Mark Frost in the crowd, and after telling him how I felt about his work, I added that while I hadn’t written a lot of television, I’d do pretty much anything to get a shot at writing a future episode of his series.

         Mark was kind enough to give me that chance. And I stepped into the world that he and David made, was able to meet all those extraordinary characters, was able, in my own modest way, to add a little bit of myself to the world and the characters I met. And that’s about giving yourself a present, every day, like it’s Christmas. And that’s about the way pancake syrup collides with ham. (And yes, it’s about a damn fine cup of coffee.) And before I knew it, I had joined the relatively insane enterprise that would shape and dominate my life for the next eighteen months.

         That’s about writing scripts, that’s about working on set, that’s about having lunch with Mark every day to talk more about our lives than the show he was creating. It’s about the sudden and explosive Twin Peaks mania, xpre-internet thank god, that took hold. And that’s a feeling I’ll never forget. Like riding a tiger who is riding a wave and tumbling, wave and tiger, toward shore.

         But good things, even impossibly singular things, come to an end. And this one came to an end more quickly than any of us factored. In the aftermath, I moved on to other TV shows, other movies. But Twin Peaks always felt like a kind of baptism, the thing that came before all the other things. It was the first subject people asked me about when they discovered I had been there at the time. It taught me an inestimable amount about entering worlds created by others. It taught me how to create my own worlds too. But despite that, despite how important it was, those eighteen months, those days and nights, faded over the years. And the experience was transmuted more into memory.

         But then, one afternoon, Mark called because he wanted me to hear the news from him and not a tweet. The thing we hoped for then was finally going to happen. A third season of Twin Peaks. But this time I was just another dedicated fan, eagerly waiting for what happened next, and not entirely sure how Mark and David could possibly land this particular plane.

         But, oh, they did. And season three stands as the best TV show of the century to my eyes, and a perfect extension of the television show I called home. That was not only unexpected, it was a kind of miracle. And in its way, a fitting capstone to the series as a whole. I’d already said goodbye to Twin Peaks once. But now, after this third season, watching Cooper try so hard to change the past toward a circumstance that fit his humanity, listening to Carrie—who is really Laura—screaming with horror at what the world has done, I said goodbye a second time.

         During Covid, my family and I moved out of Los Angeles and back to where I’ve always belonged. First, in a rental on Bainbridge Island. Then, having crossed the bridge toward more affordable land, in a little house xideep in the Suquamish Woods. It made sense, then, that after all this time it was finally time for me to visit the annual Twin Peaks festival in Snoqualmie. I met Scott Meslow there—we’d already had several phone conversations—and we found ourselves immersed in the happily diverse and wonderfully eccentric family that has grown up around this television show. I genuinely treasured my time there, I’m determined to come back next year too, and not only because I now live approximately forty-five minutes from the Double R Diner’s front door.

         Not long after the festival, Scott surprised me by asking if I would write a forward to this book. And it’s worth noting that in all the years since the eighteen months that changed my life, I’ve never actually read a book about Twin Peaks. The time, the place, the people who built it. And I think in part that’s because I wanted to keep the past where it belonged. But also because I wanted to protect my own memories, my own experience, from the predations of opinion, perspective, and subjective history.

         Hey. We do what we can to protect the things we love.

         But now I’ve finally read a book about all that and I can say without hesitation that I’m delighted that A Place Both Wonderful and Strange is the book I read. And just to be clear, it’s a moderately bold act to boast an Extraordinary and Untold History below that title. And to be honest, as I turned to the first page, there was a small voice inside me murmuring “Untold, really? We’ll see about that.” But by the time I arrived at the last page, I realized it was not a boast but rather a promise kept.

         A Place Both Wonderful and Strange is many things. First, it’s the history the show deserves, starting with the original Lynch/Frost collaboration, the fits and starts, the stories that were never told. And the way all of that ultimately become part of Twin Peak’s DNA. And after that, firmly locating the reader inside the way it all happened, the book takes us, took me, from that start to its eventual finish. And that’s about the first two seasons, it’s about xiiFire Walk with Me and it’s about The Return too. The level of detail in the latter is as it should be, meticulous and revealing. And yes, it is factually correct to call it as it is called below the title. An extraordinary and untold history.

         But that’s not all! (I’m selling now, but I’m also pleased that you’re reading this because it means you bought the book.). There is deeply felt analysis here, and that’s a tricky venture when it comes to Twin Peaks. Because it is all too easy to dive into a pond so deep you never return to the surface. But Meslow—hi Scott!—manages to go deep and find his way back. And that’s about the stories we told, it’s about the characters and how they moved through them. In this way, the analysis is a perfect complement to the history. And speaking as someone who was there at the time, I enjoyed every word of it.

         In the end, Twin Peaks has always contained more meaning than any show could possibly harbor. That’s a by-product, of course. It’s not something you can plan. But it makes Twin Peaks a great way to spend an hour (okay, nearly an hour) but also a text open to endless examination. That’s the trick, isn’t it? To welcome the viewer to a place that is familiar and deeply strange at the same time. To introduce them to characters they will never forget. I was lucky, I was there. And reading this book reminded me of how it felt at the time, how those feelings evolved over the years since. But most of all, A Place Both Wonderful and Strange is a kind of sentimental education. Beginning, middle, and end. And as close to the whole story, the history of Twin Peaks, as is possible.

         I’m grateful for all of that. And while the reader will have their own connections, their own memories, I believe they, you, will be grateful too.

         Time to turn the page. Time to read.

         
             

         

         —Harley Peyton

         August 2025

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            A Woman in Trouble

         

         It began—how else?—over breakfast. In August of 1988, ABC executives Chad Hoffman and Gary Levine invited David Lynch and Mark Frost for a breakfast meeting at Café Plaza, an upscale hotel restaurant in the Century City district of Los Angeles. The cocreators were there to deliver their pitch for a quirky TV murder mystery that could serve as a midseason replacement following that summer’s bruising Writers Guild strike. With the aid of a map, which Lynch had helpfully sketched in charcoal for the occasion, Lynch and Frost described a small town left shattered when the corpse of the homecoming queen washes up on the lakeshore.

         It wasn’t the first time ABC executives had heard a version of this story. Earlier that year, Lynch and Frost had met with Hoffman, the network’s vice president of dramatic series development, who had earned a reputation as a forward-thinking executive by championing critical darlings like the Vietnam-set military drama China Beach and the yuppie-courting thirty-something, which struck a chord with a cult audience of angsty baby boomers. When Lynch and Frost met with Hoffman to discuss the show that they were then calling Northwest Passage, it was, to say the least, mostly unformed: “There’s this town and this wind … and there’s a dead girl and then a whole bunch of stuff happens.” Lynch, Frost recalls, punctuated this fuzzy description with enthusiastic jazz hands. 2

         It had been a long path for both Lynch and Frost to reach this point. Then forty-two, Lynch had enjoyed cult success with his surreal debut feature, Eraserhead; the attention of the Academy Awards with his follow-up, The Elephant Man; an out-and-out flop with his sci-fi adaptation, Dune; and a career resuscitation with his psychological thriller, Blue Velvet, which explored the dark underbelly of American suburbia. He had never made a TV show before. In that way, he had an ideal partner in Frost, a wunderkind who wrote for The Six Million Dollar Man while he was still in college. Frost had cut his teeth in the writers’ room for Hill Street Blues, a cop drama that was critically adored and daringly ahead of its time for its dense, serialized storytelling, handheld camerawork, and willingness to explore societal ills such as police corruption and institutional racism.

         Lynch and Frost’s pairing had a whiff of fate to it; after attending a mid-night screening of Eraserhead in 1979, Frost recalls, he had “the oddest feeling” that he’d work with David Lynch someday. But it wasn’t until 1986 that an agent put them in a room together, suggesting their sensibilities might align. “Upon meeting him, I kind of felt like Huck Finn meeting Tom Sawyer,” says Frost. “We sort of looked at each other, and there was a twinkle in his eye that I kind of recognized.”

         Their first collaboration was to be a film adaptation of Anthony Summers’ biography Goddess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe, written by Frost, with Lynch slated to direct. Though the book includes the bombshell allegations that John F. Kennedy and Robert F. Kennedy were both intimately involved with Monroe and helped to cover up the circumstances of her death, Frost and Lynch’s attraction to the story was more universal. “What really brought us together was a mutual interest in Marilyn Monroe and what she kind of stood for as an American archetype,” says Frost. “How she is very much a stand-in for misogyny and the desperate ways in which men have been using women—not only in Hollywood, but in many places, for 3hundreds of years. She was a tremendously good actor, and she got involved with the wrong people, and it ended up costing her life.”

         Frost’s script, titled Venus Descending, generated some heat in Hollywood. “Everybody who read it thought it was really compelling, and David wanted to do it,” says Frost. Unfortunately, it was also doomed from the start. “What we didn’t know was that United Artists, who had optioned the book, had Ethel Kennedy on the board of directors. That did not set you up for success at that particular studio,” says Frost. “And so, having nothing to do with whatever the relative merits of the script might have been, the film was spun into turnaround faster than a speeding bullet over the course of a weekend. They asked us to rewrite it once, to see if we could take away any kind of possible reference to the Kennedys—and that, of course, just rendered it toothless.”

         But if Venus Descending was dead in the water, it was, at least, proof of concept that Lynch and Frost might be able to do something special together, and they began developing projects as not as writer and director, but as cowriters—a first for both men. “I’d never written with a partner before, and neither had David,” says Frost. “What you quickly realize is that it’s quite a bit like a marriage. You’ve got to have a formula for compromise that will get you out of the corners you sometimes paint yourself into.”

         The question was what form their collaboration would take. One completed but ultimately unproduced effort was a film script titled One Saliva Bubble. It was a comedy about mouth-breathing security guards who accidentally set off a top-secret government project, which sparks, among other chaotic consequences, a series of body swaps in their small Kansas town. “An out-and-out wacko dumb comedy,” said Lynch. “Clichés one end to the other.” It did earn an enthusiastic endorsement from Paramount script reader Loren Kantor, who was shocked to see a script by a filmmaker as venerated as Lynch coming through the slush pile. “When I finally 4finished the script I was in love with screenwriting again,” he says. “The story had a slapstick feel, a Coen brothers–like rhythm with the silliness of Monty Python.” It was, Frost says, heading toward production, and tentatively slated to star Steve Martin and Martin Short, before the funding fell through—one of many casualties when the De Laurentiis Entertainment Group, which had also produced Blue Velvet, declared bankruptcy after a string of box-office failures in 1988.

         Less fully formed was The Lemurians, a series Lynch and Frost pitched unsuccessfully to NBC. Drawing inspiration from the fictional lost continent of Lemuria, the show would have followed government agents investigating extraterrestrial life. (If that sounds like the long-lost ancestor of the The X-Files, don’t be too sure; Lynch described it, like One Saliva Bubble, as a comedy.) “I don’t think we ever did more than, like, a four- or five-page outline,” says Frost.

         Though The Lemurians was another project that had stalled out before it had even truly started, Tony Krantz, a notoriously persistent agent shared by Lynch and Frost, continued to nudge them toward focusing on a television collaboration. Frost, who had taken to television like a duck to water, was on board to push the boundaries even beyond what he’d done on Hill Street Blues; Lynch, who had never directed television, remained intrigued by what he saw as the medium’s unrealized potential. When watching TV, viewers “are in their own homes and nobody’s bothering them,” Lynch told one interviewer. “They’re well placed for entering into a dream.” During one exploratory lunch meeting at Nibblers, a cozy, unpretentious diner, Krantz tossed out a vague suggestion: “You should do a show about these people, the customers here.”

         What he meant, in practice, was a night soap—something akin to twisty, melodramatic weepies such as Dallas, Dynasty, or Peyton Place, which Lynch and Frost screened as inspiration. “That was what ABC asked us to try to do 5for them: a different take on that genre,” says Frost. “Which didn’t particularly interest either of us other than, ‘Okay, here’s a template and here’s a canvas that we can really fill with anything we want—as long as they can put the rubric of ‘nighttime soap’ on it. The thing that we added that they didn’t expect was the murder mystery as a way in.”
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         The project, Northwest Passage, felt a bit like a Frankenstein’s monster composed of everything that came before it. You can see glimpses of Venus Descending’s focus on a beautiful young woman in trouble, One Saliva Bubble’s anything-goes approach to quirky characters and worldbuilding, and The Lemurians’ interest in conspiracy-level cosmologies and the government agents who protect us.

         It also pulled deeply from the lives of its two creators. As they crafted the murder mystery at the heart of Northwest Passage, Frost didn’t just draw 6on the sturdy experience he’d had on Hill Street Blues—he drew from his own hazy childhood memories. On an adolescent visit to upstate New York, his maternal grandmother regaled her grandchildren with the story of a couple of drunk locals who thought they saw a ghost hovering over a nearby pond. When asked why they’d believe they’d seen a ghost, Frost’s grandmother revealed that a young woman had been found murdered in that pond a decade earlier. “Twenty-year-old Hazel Drew—beautiful, blond, and connected to a number of powerful men—died in that pond one hot July night in 1908. She was a local girl who’d moved to the city, encountered a new way of life, and got caught up in the fast lane,” wrote Frost in the introduction to Murder at Teal’s Pond, a book-length exploration of the case by David Bushman and Mark T. Givens. “The woods freak Mark out. He was not a big fan of the woods or the lake,” says Scott Frost, Mark’s brother, who went on to write for Twin Peaks in its second season.

         Lynch had a different way in—one rooted, characteristically, in a vague but intoxicating image. “The first thing I got excited about was the idea of a girl sneaking out of her house at night to meet someone that she didn’t know really well, and that they would have an encounter that would change their lives,” he said in 1990. He was also, characteristically, thinking about trees, and what they did to people surrounded by them: “I saw a lot of strange things happen in the woods, and it just seemed to me that people only told you ten percent of what they knew and it was up to you to discover the other ninety percent.”

         But while Lynch and Frost shared a fascination with the concept of a tragically doomed young woman, they also saw her murder as an entry point for their story, not its final destination.

         “I wanted to tell a sort of Dickensian story about multiple lives in a contained area that could sort of go on perpetually,” says Frost. And if the unexplained murder would be enough to unite a community in shock and 7grief, it would also offer an entry point to the individual passions and troubles of each resident.

         Twin Peaks was a place long before Lynch and Frost had conceived of the many characters who would eventually occupy it. Before writing a word of the pilot, Lynch and Frost talked for weeks, establishing the basics of the town’s geography and economy, including details like the presence of a lumber mill. In the crucible of that process, the script “becomes written by a third party,” reflects Frost. “The author is someone called Lynch-Frost. I can only describe it as a kind of Vulcan mind-meld.” The series was originally to be set in North Dakota, but Frost—who had once spent a weekend in the state—was skeptical. “It’s a flat barren place that’s very cold and I didn’t want to shoot there,” he says. He helped to convince Lynch that Washington State was a better fit for the dark story they had in mind. The writing process was “a little like ping-pong,” says Frost. “Somebody throws out an idea, and the other person bats it back at you with some sort of spin on it, or they knock it out of the room if it stinks.”

         During one meal at Du-par’s, a diner where they regularly met, Lynch flipped over a place mat and drew a map to help solidify the hazy contours of their imagined town—which is, Frost says, what led to the show’s name. “As we talked through all the elements, we started to place where they were on the map as he sketched them,” says Frost. “We didn’t have a name for the town, but we had these two mountains, White Tail and Blue Pine, on either side. And I said, ‘Well, why don’t we call it Twin Peaks?’ It hit us on the head like a two-by-four. We said, ‘Yeah, that works.’” For both writers, the town was becoming real. “We knew where everything was, and it helped us decide what mood each place had, and what could happen there,” said Lynch. “Then the characters just introduced themselves to us and walked into the story.”

         It is startling, even today, how confidently the Twin Peaks pilot script introduces its many, many characters. Those who are familiar with the 8show will find a few jarring differences in the script—and not just because the trees that prove so entrancing to Dale Cooper were originally written as ponderosa pines, not Douglas firs. In this early draft, Sheriff Harry S. Truman is Sheriff Dan Steadman; Deputy Tommy “Hawk” Hill is Deputy Bernie Hill; Ronette Pulaski, who survives the attack that resulted in Laura’s death, is Sharon Pulaski; and Josie Packard is an Italian beauty named Giovanna Pasqualini Packard—a nod to Lynch’s then-girlfriend Isabella Rossellini, who was tentatively slated to play the character. The Log Lady is conspicuously absent.

         But most of the show’s beloved characters are there, intact, in all their oddball glory. There’s Deputy Andy Brennan (Harry Goaz), weeping over every crime scene he visits; Sheriff’s Department receptionist Lucy Moran (Kimmy Robertson), offering needless details about the precise geography of the office; Nadine Hurley, screaming at her husband to hang up the drape runners; and even Donna Hayward’s (Lara Flynn Boyle) precocious little sister Harriet (Jessica Wallenfels), reciting mediocre poetry to herself on the night after Laura’s body was discovered.

         Most of all, there’s FBI Special Agent Dale Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan), who arrives in what remains one of the great character introductions in television history. Lynch and Frost spend more than thirty pages giving us an insider’s look at Twin Peaks before introducing this outsider with an unbroken, two-minute monologue so intricate and character defining it can only be quoted in its entirety:

         
            Diane, two fifteen in the afternoon, November fourteenth. Entering town of Twin Peaks. Five miles south of the Canadian border, twelve miles west of the state line. Never seen so many trees in my life. As W. C. Fields would say, I’d rather be here than Philadelphia. It’s fifty-four degrees on a beautiful 9sunny afternoon. Weatherman said rain. If you could get paid that kind of money for being wrong sixty percent of the time it’d beat working. Mileage is 79,345, gauge is on reserve, I’m riding on fumes, have to tank up when I get into town, remind me to tell you how much that is. Lunch was $6.31 and I left her a dollar tip, at the … Lamplighter Inn, that’s on Highway 2 near Lewis Fork. That was a tuna fish sandwich on whole wheat and a slice of cherry pie and coffee. Darn good food. And if you ever get up this way, Diane, that cherry pie is worth a stop. Okay. I’ll be looking for a … Sheriff Daniel Steadman, he’s going to be at the Calhoun Memorial Hospital with that girl they pulled off the mountain. I’ll be checking into a motel after we’re through there. Sure the Sheriff’ll be able to recommend a clean place. Reasonably priced. Forgot to mention. I stopped for coffee and a pit stop about ten thirty, little diner near Bitteroot Lake. Excellent coffee. Forgot to get the receipt, can you believe it? That was seventy-five cents and I left a quarter on the counter. Got to find out what kind of trees these are. They’re really something.

         

         Months later, when cameras were rolling on the Twin Peaks pilot, some minor details needed to be changed. Cooper arrived in town on a February morning, not a November afternoon; the weather was slightly overcast, not sunny. But even before an actor had been cast to play him, the FBI special agent zips into Twin Peaks almost fully formed: quirky, detail-oriented, and food-obsessed. Even Cooper’s famous love for coffee, donuts, and pie are part of his investigative technique—as Lynch once said, the show’s hero was a man who understood that a sugar high is useful for keeping ideas flowing. (Lynch knew from experience; in a 1990 New York Times profile, 10Lynch revealed that his order at Bob’s Big Boy, the Los Angeles restaurant he famously frequented every day for seven years, consisted of one chocolate milkshake and as many as seven cups of coffee with sugar.) Perhaps the only difference is that the Cooper on the page, unlike the Cooper on the screen, is habitually whistling “Rhapsody in Blue.” As it turns out, not even Gershwin can compete with Angelo Badalamenti’s score.

         The character’s name—an allusion to the famous plane hijacker D. B. Cooper—was “just a little bit of playfulness on my part,” says Frost. “I think in the back of my mind, I was thinking, Well, wouldn’t it be great if people just had the tiniest little sliver of doubt in their mind that this guy actually is an FBI agent? Did he jump out of a plane and put on a nice suit? It’s one of many ways that the show could have gone on a very different road.”

         Cooper has come to Twin Peaks to solve Laura Palmer’s (Sheryl Lee) murder. At the time the pilot was written, it was an inherently doomed mission; not even Lynch and Frost knew who had done it. “We didn’t want to solve it, at that point,” says Frost. “That was a clear decision on our part, creatively. We didn’t want to limit ourselves. And we felt if we locked it in too early, that’s exactly what we’d end up doing. [If we waited], something that might occur to us that’s even more interesting.”

         Where the cocreators disagreed was whether the murder mystery would ever be resolved. “I felt that we would have to do it sooner or later,” says Frost. “David, in his kind of wonderful, Peter Pan sort of way, thought, Well, no, we don’t ever have to solve it. And I said, ‘Well, that’s not how television works. You have to give them something at some point, or they’re going to just drift away.’”

         But that was a problem for the future. For now, their only job was getting the network to green-light the pilot, and they had chosen the right network. ABC had been lagging behind NBC and CBS for years; they were coming off a particularly dismal season of new programs, and they were in 11the market for something that might turn heads—even if it failed to attract audiences, or never even aired. It was, recalled senior drama executive Gary Levine, a “golden age” for risk-taking on television. “We’re in third place and love taking big swings,” he said.

         A murder with no solution. A town full of interconnected characters and dark secrets. A pair of creators, individually accomplished but untested together, promising something unlike anything else on television—even if they couldn’t quite explain how. “I don’t think we even knew what it was,” confessed Lynch years later.

         It was, ABC decided, a big swing worth taking. They green-lit the pilot. “I remember walking back to my office, thinking, This is either going to be an incredibly terrific success or it will be very cool and no one will get it. But it will not be boring,” said Hoffman.

      

   


   
      
         
            12LAURA PALMER

            “I am dead, yet I live.”

            Think back on all the time you’ve spent sitting at home, in front of your TV, watching fictional investigators trying to solve vicious assaults or serial murders.

            How many of the victims had names you can remember? When it comes to perpetually popular shows like CSI, Law & Order: SVU, or NCIS—feel free to insert the alphabet-soup crime drama of your choice—television offers a vast, endless graveyard of basically interchangeable corpses. These victims aren’t so much characters as props. Their dead bodies are the first clues in the puzzles that the show’s cops, detectives, or especially clever viewers have been invited to solve. By the end of the arc—and usually by the end of the hour—their corpses have been yanked off-screen with all the ceremony of The Gong Show. They’ve served their purpose, and the next mystery can begin.

            Twin Peaks wouldn’t let you forget Laura Palmer. In the first of the Log Lady introductions later added to the series—written and directed by David Lynch, and shown before each episode re-aired on Bravo—Margaret Lanterman offers a succinct analysis of the sprawling narrative that’s about to unfold. “It is a story of many, but begins with one—and I knew her,” she says. “The one leading to the many is Laura Palmer. Laura is the one.” Laura is the one. In case you missed it, it’s a line she repeats, decades later, in Twin Peaks: The Return.

            Laura’s murder is the engine that kicks Twin Peaks into motion. But though she dies before its story even begins, the show returns to Laura over and over again—a locked groove in a record that keeps spinning back to her. We first come to care about Laura through her absence. The impact of her death ripples through the entire town, and not just in the obvious ways. In 13the pilot alone, we see the raw grief not just through her sobbing parents and friends, but through several characters Twin Peaks never even revisits. In a shaky, quivering voice, her homeroom teacher tells the class an announcement will be forthcoming. An unnamed student runs screaming through the high school’s courtyard. Over the intercom, the school’s principal announces classes will be canceled for the day before breaking into sobs.

            But even in the pilot, Laura is also startlingly alive, in a videotape of a picnic that seems to hypnotize anyone who watches it. Soon after, she haunts Agent Cooper in the iconic Red Room dream sequence, dropping cryptic clues before kissing him. She shows up in the flesh just three episodes later in the form of Maddy Ferguson, Laura’s brunette cousin—also played by Sheryl Lee—who, inevitably, dons a blond wig and explicitly doubles as Laura before the season is over. Even when the show attempts to branch into a post-“Who killed Laura Palmer?” world, it can’t shake her; long after her murder is solved, the closing credits for every episode still roll over Laura’s homecoming photo. It’s no wonder that her best friend Donna, soliloquizing over Laura’s grave in season two, cries, “It’s almost like they didn’t bury you deep enough!”

            It doesn’t take long before Twin Peaks complicates the image of Laura Palmer, a Meals on Wheels volunteer and homecoming queen. Like Otto Preminger’s 1944 noir classic Laura—one of the show’s more explicit points of reference—we learn about Laura’s interesting, sometimes contradictory qualities from those who were entranced by her: some with love, some with lust, some with hate, and some with all three. In the words of Dr. Jacoby—both her psychiatrist and yet another man who was disturbingly and pruriently obsessed with her—“Laura had secrets. And around those secrets, she built the fortress that, in my six months with her, I was not able to penetrate.” 14

            What were those secrets? To the shock of those who knew her only superficially, like Sheriff Harry S. Truman, she was both a habitual cocaine user and a teenage sex worker—at seventeen, technically one year over the age of consent in Washington State, but unquestionably lusted over and preyed on by older men (and, occasionally, women). Some, like Ben Horne (Richard Beymer) and Josie Packard (Joan Chen), were people of high social standing in the community; others, like Leo Johnson (Eric Da Re), Jacques Renault (Walter Olkewicz), and Blackie O’Reilly (Victoria Catlin), are criminals and hustlers at the margins of society. And then there are those who Laura herself treats with casual cruelty. Innocents like James Hurley (James Marshall), who she privately mocks as “sweet, but so dumb;” Bobby Briggs (Dana Ashbrook), who tearfully admits that Laura mocked him when he cried after he gave his virginity to her; or Harold Smith (Lenny Von Dohlen), who—as David Lynch’s daughter Jennifer writes, channeling Laura’s voice, in her tie-in novel, The Secret Diary of Laura Palmer—was “basically, because he could not leave his house, forced to have sex with [her].”

            Crucially, Twin Peaks never feels judgmental of Laura, or her peers, who are almost constantly subjected to the dangers faced by any teenage girl who dares to exist in a hostile and violent world. That doesn’t excuse the physical and emotional violence Laura inflicts on others; it’s simply an acknowledgment of the cycle of abuse that began, if you take The Secret Diary of Laura Palmer as canon, in 1984, when Laura was twelve.

            It’s not for nothing that Sheryl Lee carried The Secret Diary of Laura Palmer around like a totem on the set of Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me, a prequel film that chronicles the last week of Laura’s life in excruciating detail. On paper, it would seem impossible for any actress to live up to the idea of Laura Palmer, because the idea of Laura Palmer was, by definition, both personal and diffuse. Every Twin Peaks viewer had composed their own version of Laura in their head, built from fleeting images or snippets of dialogue 15or the filtered, secondhand memories of the show’s other characters. But few could speak for Laura Palmer with the knowledge and weight Sheryl Lee brought to the character. “It’s almost like I could feel her spirit or life force having more to say,” said Lee. “So, when David started talking to me about the possibility of the film, it felt necessary for her to be able to have a voice.”

            She found it. As the critic Greil Marcus wrote, Lee takes the challenge posed by Fire Walk with Me and delivers “the most bottomless female film performance of the latter days of the twentieth century—the most extreme, the most dangerous.” Filmmaker Gregg Araki, who cast Lee in his 2014 drama White Bird in a Blizzard, went even further, calling her work in Fire Walk with Me “one of the greatest performances in the history of cinema.”

            As hyperbolic as that might sound, it is hard to overstate what Lee accomplishes in Fire Walk with Me. In her hands, it’s clear that Laura Palmer has survived abuse by becoming a masterful code-switcher. She can shift, apparently at will, between girlish and embittered, innocent and hardened. She’s full of pain and rage, but her feelings of isolation and self-loathing are so entrenched that she lashes out at Bobby, James, Harold Smith, and anyone else who tries to help her. When she learns the truth about the man who’s been abusing her, her horror is endless. From there, her downward spiral leads her, unwillingly and unfairly, in the only direction this story could conceivably go; Laura’s murder, inevitable from the moment Twin Peaks was conceived, is no less awful for being preordained in the story Lynch wanted to tell.

            Lee’s performance in Fire Walk with Me came at a personal cost. As Grace Zabriskie, who played Laura’s mother, Sarah, put it in an interview with author Brad Dukes: “She gave everything she had, she gave more than she could afford to give, and she spent years coming back.” Though she had other roles, in films like the 1994 Beatles biopic Backbeat and John 16Carpenter’s 1998 action-horror flick Vampires, there’s no question that embodying a character as iconic as Laura Palmer both opened up Lee’s acting career and set it in stone.

            Fire Walk with Me also gave Lee an unexpected responsibility in her day-to-day life—one that she couldn’t have anticipated when she was cast in Twin Peaks, and which she never asked for. As the literal face of TV’s most famous story of violence and rape, Lee regularly receives correspondence from those who have been victimized in their actual lives. It’s a role she has accepted with grace. “I know that there are a lot of sexual abuse survivors and incest survivors and rape survivors and physical abuse survivors out there that were touched by the Twin Peaks story,” Lee said. “The fact that they’re able to voice it and talk about it, means that they’re in a place of healing with it. And the fact that they are trusting me enough—I’m a total stranger to them—that they’re sharing something so personal, it really moves me.”

            What role could Laura Palmer possibly have in a TV series set actual decades after her murder? Arriving twenty-five years later, Twin Peaks: The Return foregrounds the same trick Twin Peaks employed in its closing credits. Even when the show takes us to its farthest-flung locations—New York City, South Dakota, Las Vegas, the Black Lodge—it uses Angelo Badalamenti’s theme song and Laura Palmer’s face to remind us of the absence at the center of the story. She’s still there in the show’s first scene; she’s still there in its last.

            At the time of this publication, Twin Peaks has ended three times—each time, apparently, forever. In the finale of the original series, the image that plays over the credits is Laura, reflected in a coffee cup and smiling. In the closing shot of Fire Walk with Me, the last image is Laura laughing, apparently in joy, surrounded by her dual protectors: an angel and Agent Cooper. In the ending of Twin Peaks: The Return, the final shot is Carrie Paige—a 17Laura Palmer double, escorted to Twin Peaks—having a terrible realization about the trauma endured by her shadow self, and screaming, apparently, in both recognition and agony.

            A smile, a laugh, a scream. Somewhere, in the nexus between all those emotions, you’ll find Laura Palmer. 18

         

      

   


   
      
         
19
            Chapter 2

            Welcome to Twin Peaks

         

         There’s a strange kind of alchemy required when a screenplay goes into preproduction. Up until that point, the only limits on the story had been Lynch and Frost’s collective imagination. For all practical purposes, Twin Peaks was, at that point, ninety-two pages of screenwriting and one charcoal map. With little more than five minutes and a few keystrokes, they could turn North Dakota into northern Washington, or conjure up a massive luxury hotel nestled between two mountains, at no cost to anybody.

         Actually making something—as any overburdened, underfunded producer could (and would) tell you—requires a different skill set entirely. Any time a writer introduces a new character, big or small, someone needs to comb through headshots and hold auditions to find the actor who can actually bring that character to life. When you write a scene set at a “massive industrial sawmill” you need, you know, a massive industrial sawmill.

         You can imagine the relief when a production crew drove into the neighboring towns of Snoqualmie and North Bend, Washington, and discovered that Twin Peaks was waiting for them. They’d already spent days trying, and failing, to find any filming sites that could match the world Frost and Lynch had dreamed up. “We finally drove into Snoqualmie and 20North Bend and realized, Oh, it’s all right here,’” says Frost. “In fact, it’s right here the way we wrote it. The Double R Diner was just as we described it. The waterfall was just as we wrote it. The Great Northern was almost as if we’d had a dream of what that hotel would look like. It was spooky.” They even managed to film footage of the town’s sawmill, which had operated since 1914, just before it was dismantled in 1989, capturing images that would go on to appear in the opening credits of every episode of Twin Peaks.
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         It was one of many serendipitous breaks for a production that would, in many ways, be defined by serendipity. That was no accident. David Lynch was a director whose openness to the unexpected was at the core of his talent. It wasn’t that he had no plan. When pressed on his process, Lynch had a phrase he was fond of repeating: “Most of filmmaking is common sense.” 21He was, perhaps surprisingly, skeptical of improvisation. “You follow the script to the letter,” he said. “But at the same time, you’re always on guard for new things. So, on the day, when everybody comes there, and they’re dressed properly, and the set is right, and everything is just exactly right, sometimes things can take off in other directions.”

         The trick, of course, was assembling the team who understood how Lynch worked. One key early hire was Duwayne Dunham, who Lynch brought on to edit the pilot. “David sent me the script for Twin Peaks and with a note saying, ‘They’re never going to air this thing, but they’re going to give us money to shoot it. So why don’t we just go up and have some fun and make a movie?’” says Dunham.

         Dunham, an assistant editor on all three installments of the original Star Wars trilogy, had first worked with Lynch as the editor of Blue Velvet, and the two had developed a natural trust and rapport rooted in the unusual amount of creative freedom Lynch had granted. “On Blue Velvet, I said to David one day, ‘How come you don’t ever give me any specific notes on how to do the scenes?’ says Dunham. “He said, ‘Because if I gave you notes, I would simply be telling you how I would do it. If I don’t tell you, you use your own instincts, you do it your way, and I might like your way better.’”

         Though no one would accuse Lynch of having anything but a singular directional vision, he was wise enough to know when he had found a collaborator talented enough to enhance a project. Decades later, he would hire Dunham once again to edit Twin Peaks: The Return.

         
            ▲▲

         

         The show’s distinctive cinematography is “to David’s credit, and to Ron García’s, who shot the pilot,” says Dunham. “They’re up in cold, cold, snowy Washington—and they’re not only shooting with coral filters on the 22camera, but in post we were adding red. It gave it a really interesting look: warm but freezing cold.”

         Populating the town was another problem entirely. “We were thinking of characters. We didn’t actively start talking about actors until the thing was written,” says Frost. “And we tried to pick not only the right people, and terrific actors, but also people who were fun and good to work with.” The show’s casting came with an additional wrinkle, though it would be a long time before it actually came into play: Anyone who was cast could, plausibly, later be revealed as the killer of Laura Palmer. They would simply have to load the cast with actors talented enough to convey a previously unseen dark side with total credibility whenever the murderer was revealed.

         A key piece of the puzzle was Johanna Ray, a casting director who, like Duwayne Dunham, had begun working with Lynch on Blue Velvet. The third wife of legendary tough-guy actor Aldo Ray, she gave up her own young career in acting—as well as her life in England—when Ray asked her to move with him to the United States. Even then, she says, she “always knew” she wanted to be a casting director; though it wasn’t until she and Ray divorced that she formally pursued a career in casting, she realized later that she’d always had a unique knack for spotting talent. “When I was married, I spent a lot of time alone watching TV,” she says. “In those days, TV Guide had a list of every actor in every show that you were watching, so whenever I’d see an actor that I was curious about, I would look him up in TV Guide. And it was years later that I realized that all the actors that I’d looked up were the actors who later became stars.”

         On Blue Velvet, Ray learned that—unlike other directors she’d worked with—Lynch both disliked and distrusted traditional auditions, in which prospective actors are fed lines to read from a script. “David really didn’t want to meet with actors in the traditional way,” says Ray. “He just liked to sit down and talk to them. Basically, David was looking for something 23within the person—not the actor, but the person—to see what hit him and what he found interesting.” She soon realized that the actors Lynch was naturally drawn toward had something essential, albeit hard to define, in common: “That mysterious quality, you know, that some people have.”

         By the time they were casting Twin Peaks, Lynch and Ray had further streamlined the process. “All I did was show him pictures,” she says. “But a lot of their eight by tens didn’t really look like them, or project the quality that they had, so I started taking photos of everyone and showing him. From then onward, whenever we started a new project, David would say, ‘Johanna, come up to the house with your photo albums.’”

         Given that Lynch’s previous two films had starred Kyle MacLachlan—and that it’s incredibly easy to imagine Cooper’s introductory monologue in the actor’s peppy, boyish tone—one might imagine that the Twin Peaks pilot had been written with MacLachlan in mind. That’s not how Mark Frost remembers it. “We had talked about some names for Cooper, and I believe I was the one who one day just said, ‘Well, what about Kyle?’ We really didn’t think of him until after it was finished,” says Frost. Johanna Ray recalls it differently. “I don’t know if we even talked about other actors, because that’s who David wanted all along, right from the very start,” she says.

         Lynch had recognized something in MacLachlan from the very beginning. Dune wasn’t technically the Yakima, Washington–born actor’s first film role; as a drama student at the University of Washington, he’d been paid ten dollars as an extra in the 1980 horror film The Changeling, which was partially shot on campus. But it wasn’t until years later, when a casting agent spotted him performing in Molière’s Tartuffe at a Seattle theater and brought him in for an audition, that Lynch launched MacLachlan’s professional acting career by casting him as Paul Atreides, the messianic figure at the heart of Dune.

         At their first meeting, Lynch and MacLachlan bonded over their mutual interest in red wine and the Pacific Northwest. But by MacLachlan’s own 24account, his first formal screen test for Dune—which required him to deliver one of Paul’s rousing speeches directly to a camera—went badly. “I failed a couple of times and I was getting a little frustrated. And I remember David just came up to me, and I said, ‘David, I don’t really know if I can do this. I’m not sure,’” said MacLachlan. “He said, ‘Kyle, I know you can do this. You got this. Just relax, breathe. Take your time.’ And he just said all the right things that kind of chilled me down. He recognized immediately what I needed as an actor.”

         During the production of Dune, Lynch gave MacLachlan the screenplay for Blue Velvet, suggesting they could make the film as their follow-up. MacLachlan, perhaps unwisely, shared the script with his mother, who was so horrified by the thought of her son starring in the film that MacLachlan originally turned it down, sheepishly returning to Lynch months later and confessing he hadn’t been able to get the screenplay out of his head.

         Blue Velvet follows Jeffrey Beaumont, a gee-whiz, All-American hero played by MacLachlan, as he’s forced to confront the darker aspects of both the world and himself. Among its many virtues, it solidified MacLachlan’s role as the closest thing Lynch ever had to an on-screen surrogate. “I saw so much of David in the Kyle character—his walk, his mannerisms,” said production designer Jack Fisk, a friend of Lynch’s since childhood. To MacLachlan, Twin Peaks was essentially a continuation of the work they’d begun in Blue Velvet. “I see my character [in Twin Peaks] as Jeffrey Beaumont grown-up,” he told The New York Times in 1990.

         Which isn’t to say casting MacLachlan was a sure thing. It was, after all, the late 1980s, when TV was still frequently greeted with a kind of reflexive snobbery, and MacLachlan was just beginning to establish a reputation as a film star on the rise. “Kyle was very resistant to doing a series,” says Johanna Ray. “We didn’t know that we had him until the very last minute. But usually, David ends up getting what he wants.” 25

         An early, extreme example of that came on Ray’s first day on the show, as they discussed who might play Andy Brennan, the weepy deputy with a heart of gold. “Harry [Goaz] was David’s limo driver,” says Ray. “I was in a meeting with David and Mark Frost, and David said, ‘Well, I know who I want for the deputy sheriff. This guy that drove me to the Roy Orbison concert the other night.’ Mark and I went, ‘Oh, here we go,’” but they gamely agreed to meet with Goaz, who had exactly zero credits to his name. “And he turned out to be brilliant.”

         Lynch, famously loyal to his collaborators, filled out the pilot with familiar faces. Everett Marshall, like MacLachlan, came over from Dune. Eraserhead costars Jack Nance and Charlotte Stewart were cast, respectively, as Pete Martell—the lovably gruff fisherman who discovers Laura’s body—and Betty Briggs, mother of Laura’s boyfriend, Bobby, who remains determinedly cheerful even as her son falls under suspicion for the murder. Stewart was cast, she says, with less than a minute of discussion. “I got a phone call one day, and it was David Lynch, yelling, ‘Hey, Char! You want to go to work?’” she remembers. “I said, ‘Sure, okay, great.’ And that was it. I didn’t know what he was planning.” When she learned it was a TV pilot, Stewart was even more befuddled. “I remember thinking, How can David do a series? He takes so long to shoot,” she says. One actress who didn’t come along, despite the original plan, was Isabella Rossellini. “Obviously, David was going out with her at the time,” says Frost. “We thought, Well, she’d be interesting. But she had a conflict and couldn’t do it.”

         Enter Joan Chen, whose casting necessitated a rewrite from the dark Italian beauty they’d originally conceived. A Chinese actress who had been discovered, at age fourteen, by Jiang Qing—an actress turned producer who was also the wife of Mao Zedong—Chen had won China’s prestigious Hundred Flowers Award for Best Actress when she was still a teenager but had only recently established herself as a force in 26Hollywood. It was Frost’s idea to cast Joan Chen on the strength of her performance in Bernardo Bertolucci’s Best Picture–winning epic The Last Emperor, and once Lynch met Chen and agreed, Giovanni Packard became Josie Packard.

         Casting Harry S. Truman, the town’s sheriff and Josie’s secret lover, proved more challenging. Truman is essentially the show’s second lead, but his sturdy reliability is undeniably less flashy than the eccentric Dale Cooper. David Strathairn, already known for a series of law enforcement roles, was considered. So was Robert Forster, a veteran of crime and war movies. Lynch and Frost adored him, but he bowed out, apologetically, as the production came closer to reality. “Bob came in with a caveat, which is, ‘I would love to do this,’” recalls Frost. “‘Unfortunately, a friend of mine had asked me to do a pilot. I don’t think it’s going to go to series, but I can’t turn my back on my friend.’ It was really impressive, actually.”
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         27In the end, they settled on Canadian actor Michael Ontkean, to the network’s delight. “He was under contract at the time, so ABC requested that he play the role,” recalls Ray. Also reading for Truman was Ray Wise, who ended up with the role of Leland, the father of the murdered girl. “I got a phone call from my agent saying, ‘David wants you to play Leland Palmer,’” says Wise. “And I had to think. Leland Palmer? Wait a minute. I’ve got to go back and look at the script. So I’m looking at the script, and I see: ‘Leland Palmer finds out his daughter is dead, and he drops the phone and starts to cry.’ ‘Leland Palmer goes to the morgue to identify his daughter’s body, and he starts to cry.’ ‘He’s up in his daughter’s room, where the police are looking for her diary, and he starts to cry.’ I said, ‘All this guy does is cry.’” It was only after a little reflection that he concluded he might enjoy the work required to play a father contending with such an unfathomable loss in an interesting way. “That was going to be the challenge: to show different degrees of grief, and try to make each one very specific and different and, hopefully, interesting to the viewer,” says Wise.

         Much of the rest of the adult cast was filled out with time-tested performers, who had relatively small roles in the pilot but who, Lynch and Frost knew, would be called to do much more if Twin Peaks were picked up to series. Richard Beymer, best known for his starring role in West Side Story, was cast as Ben Horne, the town’s scheming businessman (though Lynch playfully instructed Beymer and Wise to swap roles during the all-cast reading mandated by ABC executives). The town’s oddball psychiatrist, Lawrence Jacoby, was played by Beymer’s West Side Story costar Russ Tamblyn, who had originally pitched Lynch on working together at a birthday party thrown by Dennis Hopper. Frost didn’t need much convincing. “Russ Tamblyn had been one of, without question, one of my favorite screen presences throughout my childhood,” says Frost. “There was just nobody else like him.” Peggy Lipton, star of the hit cop show The Mod Squad, 28took her first main TV role in fifteen years to play Norma Jennings, the warmhearted proprietor of the Double R Diner. Piper Laurie, one of the more famous names in the cast, took the role of brassy businesswoman Catherine Martell almost on a lark. “I just wanted to work with David Lynch, never expecting they’d get picked up and go to series,” she said. Mark Frost even got his father, Warren, into the cast as Doc Hayward, in an especially personal role. “That part was basically an homage to my mother’s father, Douglas Calhoun, who was an obstetrician in the state of New York, who I greatly admired and had many of those characteristics,” says Frost. Twin Peaks’ Calhoun Memorial Hospital was also named in tribute.

         But the adult side of the story was only half of what Twin Peaks required. The original idea, of course, had been something like a modern Peyton Place, which meant a story full of hot-blooded teenagers enmeshed in complicated romantic webs. And telling that part of the story would require an eye for fresh talent.

         When it came to filling out the teenage side of Twin Peaks’ narrative, Johanna Ray tried to cast as wide a net as possible, including one up-and-coming actress who would ultimately join the show much later in its run. “Heather Graham, I would bring in for almost anything,” says Ray. “She was someone who was always, like, the top of my list. But I don’t think she came in for the pilot, because I don’t think she was available at the time.” (“If I knew I’d had any chance to be involved in the pilot, I would have one hundred percent dropped anything else I had. I would have killed to be in that pilot,” says Graham.)

         Dana Ashbrook—cast as Bobby Briggs, Laura’s boyfriend, football star, and all-around smug bully—eventually reveals a startling number of unexpected dimensions. But he got in the door for a simpler reason: “David liked his look,” says Ray. Dana “just came in and blew off the doors when we were looking for Bobby. He was just a live wire,” says Frost. After a meeting full 29of laughing and joking, Ashbrook recalled, Lynch had just one note for him: “You know, Bobby doesn’t smile a lot.”

         The rest of Twin Peaks High was filled in with actors Ray had earmarked, years earlier, for potential stardom. “I’d had my eye on James Marshall and Sherilyn Fenn for a long time. I had met them probably a couple of years before. And they were hopeless. They were terrible,” says Ray. “But there was something about both of them. Every once in a while I would bring them in to audition for something to see if there’d been any improvement. And very, very slowly and gradually, there was.”

         Like most of the young actresses they saw, Sherilyn Fenn read for Donna Hayward. “He brought me in off a picture with a short, platinum-blonde haircut. And I walked in with dark hair,” says Fenn. Lynch, Fenn recalls, asked her a lot of questions. “He wanted to know what I thought of the script,” says Fenn. “I said, ‘Well, everyone’s sleeping with everyone.’ And he said, ‘Well, that’s how it is in this world, Sherilyn Fenn!’ And I was no longer Sherilyn, for the rest of my time knowing him. I was Sherilyn Fenn.” It was after that meeting, Fenn says, that the character of Audrey Horne was truly born. Described as “a delicate, Botticelli-like beauty, with a halo of wavy black hair and dark, haunted eyes” in the original pilot script, Audrey is barely a presence; she appears in just two scenes and doesn’t have a single line of dialogue. Lynch, enchanted with Fenn after meeting her, rewrote the character, adding scenes with the actress in mind. “[His daughter Jennifer Lynch] told me later that I’d reminded him of a schoolboy crush—a girl he really liked,” says Fenn. The role was small enough that Fenn, unlike most of her costars, wore her own clothing instead of an outfit selected by costumer Patrica Norris. “That was my pink sweater David ruined in the pilot, because he kept making it tighter behind my back,” says Fenn.
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