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FOREWORD

James Frey




YOU CANNOT ESCAPE IT. You will never escape it. Try as you may, you will never get away. Hope as you might, it will never go away. It’s on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and sixty-five motherfucking days a year. It’s drunk screaming wives flipping tables. It’s brave men on creaky boats complaining about the weather and praying for fish. It’s policemen making arrest after arrest after arrest after arrest. It’s idiotic and banal and makes you hate yourself for watching it. Teenagers spinning out over a first kiss. Parents with too many children who hate each other. It’s mindless, mind-numbing, and it kills your brain. Hipsters in their early twenties pretending to live normal lives, men auditioning wives whom they will never marry. It’s a complete, utter, and absolute waste of time. Contestants on an island, in the jungle, in the wilds of China, in the depths of Africa, whoever wins gets a million dollars! It makes you feel like a fool. Cougars, MILFs, wife swapping, speed dating!!! It’s on from dawn to dusk, and into the depths of the night. You can’t get enough of it, and you can’t live without it. It’s reality television. You will never fucking escape it.

I love reality television. I watch some form of it almost every day. Today, this minute, as this file sits open before me, my computer on my lap, my feet up on a table, my ass on a couch (where it often is and feels very comfortable), a remote next to me, there are, according to the digital channel guide provided by my digital cable provider (Time Warner Cable of New York City), eighty-eight reality shows available to me. I define a reality show as something constructed to resemble reality, where a camera crew follows people around while they do something. That something can be, and at this point has been just about anything, though the producers (move the fuck over, Einstein) keep coming up with new things (Board Breaker—about a Norwegian kung fu master, also a widower and a single father to two adorable blond girls, who has devoted his life to breaking boards with his hands, feet, head, and every other part of his body and is trying to set a board breaking world record). The best of the shows are entertaining, informative, moving, and heartbreaking, and inspire us to become better people (The Biggest Loser). The worst of them, which are often the most fun to watch, are evil, cynical, nasty, mean, and ugly, and inspire long, hard laughter (The Biggest Loser Reunion: One Year Later). The shows, more of which appear on my digital channel guide every day, have all but taken over television. They’re cheap to make (all you need is a crew, the subjects, and a team of editors to manipulate the footage), and there is an endless supply of people willing to be in them. They can be targeted to highly specific demographics (single female seniors living in rest homes in the Midwest) so that highly specific products can be placed in them or advertised on them while they’re broadcast (adult diapers and romance novels). They cross cultures, cross racial and ethnic lines, cross religious barriers. They appeal to members of every socio economic class and social strata. They are watched by viewers of every age and every generation. And they’re a dream for network programmers. They eat up hours, attract viewers and advertisers, and there’s little at stake if one of them fails. For someone like me, we are living in a golden age.

My first memories of watching a reality show are the hours I spent with The Real World: New York. First broadcast on MTV, in 1992, it was, at the time, a revolutionary idea: stick some people in their early twenties in a big place to live and follow them around while they go about their lives. It was also a remarkably simple idea, the kind of idea that made you angry that you didn’t think of it yourself. Initially, when I first saw the ads and promos for it, I wondered why I would want to watch it. I had enough bullshit in my life—girl problems, too many drugs and too much drinking, no job and no desire to have a job. Why would I care about some one else’s? Once it started, though, people began talking about it—about the drama of it, about their favorite cast members, about what they thought would happen next. It sounded remarkably like a normal TV show, except that the people were real, and lived in the real world. I got high one afternoon and tuned in. I don’t remember where in the season they were, or what happened on the episode, and it doesn’t matter. I saw people doing shit that I could identify with, except that it seemed cooler, more exciting, more dramatic, more difficult, more rewarding, more perilous, more of everything, and, most important, more real. I was fucking hooked.

I watched that season, and the next, in Los Angeles, and the next, in San Francisco, and I’ve watched every season since. For a long time I didn’t know why I liked it or what made it more real to me or why I continued watching, along with millions of other people. And then the real world descended on me—the real real world—and I had to make money and support myself and figure out what the fuck I was going to do, and I started writing. At first I wrote bullshit in journals about my daily comings and goings, then I wrote films, then I started writing books, or trying to write books, based on my own life. As it did on The Real World, and on every other reality show, shit happened, some of it good and some it bad, some of it exciting and some of it boring. I had highs and lows; I had heartbreaks and triumphs; I loved and I lost. When I started writing about it, I realized it wasn’t enough to just document it or to portray it in some objective way; it needed to be manipulated, altered, heightened and diminished, it needed to be edited for effect, and for pace, and for structure. That to tell a story, and tell it well, one needed a beginning, a middle, and an end. That to tell to a story, and tell it well, life, reality, day-to-day events, could be a basis, but that additions would need to be made to make the story live and breathe and function, to make it seem like life, to make it seem real. I learned the great secret of reality television, and of writing, and of every other form of narrative self-documentation and narrative storytelling: that it’s all fake, every second of it, every minute of it, every page of it, every episode of it. It’s all fucking fake. Manipulated and embellished and edited. Fake so that it can be real. Structured and polished. Fake so that we can consume it and connect to it and identify with it and enjoy it. Made to entertain. We call it the real world, but it’s not. It’s all fucking fake.


And to me, at least, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care. Actually quite the opposite. I revel in reality’s fakeness. I celebrate it. Support it. Preach its gospel. I drink it, eat it, let it flow through me. I let it move me and make me laugh. I let it piss me off and make me sad. I let it take me to places I would never go or see or know anything about. I let it entertain me, and educate me, and sometimes—and this is always sort of shocking and sort of lovely and wonderful—it enlightens me. I let it occupy hours and days and weeks of my life. Fake reality. The unreal real world. Some reasonable semblance of the world reengineered to be more reasonable. Abnormal normalcy. It’s the future, this state, this dimension, this way of disseminating. It’s where our world, with virtual reality, with twenty-four news stations broadcasting different versions of the same events depending on their political philosophy, with memoirs full of truth but lacking fact, with newspapers more fictional than novels, with movies based on Hollywood’s version of real life, with presidents and leaders of nations, both past and present, making shit up so they can go to war and pass laws and shape the world to their own vision, it’s where our world is going, or has already gone, or is right now. And I love it. Fucking revel in it. Celebrate it. It allows me, or you, or anyone else on this planet, to believe what we want to believe. To find what speaks to us. To create our own reality. To live in that reality. To be entertained in that reality. And to make that reality real. As real as anything else, and as true as anything else, and as valid as anything else. You cannot escape it. I said it before and I will say it again: You cannot fucking escape it. So sit back and make yourself comfortable and have a sip from a nice cold beverage and maybe a snack or two. It’s your choice. It’s your life. It’s your reality. It’s your story to tell or watch or read or write, to love or hate, to manipulate, embellish, edit or structure in any way you want. It’s your show and your channel. It’s on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, three hundred and sixty-five motherfucking days a year. You cannot escape it.








INTRODUCTION

Anna David




I’VE ALWAYS BEEN SOMEWHAT ASHAMED of my lowbrow sensibilities. I was raised in a house where the multiple bookshelves were stacked with everything from Austen to Zola and Beethoven blasted from the speakers. Of the four of us—me, brother, Mom, Dad—two have PhDs and two went to Harvard and I’m in neither group. Growing up, the way I dealt with the inferiority complex all this brought on was to simply to snap off the stereo that was always blasting classical music whenever I passed it and stubbornly tune in to Three’s Company in one room while everyone else reveled in Masterpiece Theatre in the other.

And now? Well, I know I should be reading Dostoyevsky, watching Brideshead Revisited, seeing Hamlet at the Metropolitan Opera, and listening to Symphony No. 9, but instead I’m scanning Gawker, declaring Nelly one of my favorite musicians without a hint of irony, and lamenting the fact that I didn’t manage to see 9 to 5 before it left Broadway. And even though books are, bar none, my favorite form of entertainment, I’m woefully illiterate in many ways. The truth is, I can barely even pronounce Dostoyevsky.

I’m also obsessed with fake reality. I’ve published two novels, and the undercurrent of both is, essentially, that what we project is far different from who we really are. And yet, perhaps ironically, I have a nasty habit of comparing how I feel with how other people look, usually selecting the most successful or joyful-seeming individuals I can find and invariably concluding that my life is terrible because I don’t have their 2.5 children, house, or bestselling book. Reality TV, with its seemingly endless supply of horrible people to feel better than, offers a glorious antidote to this.

The truth is, I didn’t stand a chance against reality television. If I’d worked hard to avoid it—the way I’ve staunchly avoided, say, learning about opera—I think it would have sucked me in anyway.

Despite an infatuation I’d long had with one reality show (see Chapter 10), I didn’t become tethered to my television during the onslaught of reality TV in the 2000s, when Survivor, Who Wants to Marry a Multi-Millionaire, and Trading Spaces, among others, all kicked off. At that point I was truly susceptible to only a certain flavor of reality—specifically the kind that focused on attractive, thin, wealthy people who seemed to have something I wanted (in some cases, merely the temporary house they were in) but who nonetheless managed to seem more screwed-up than me. Or just thin, pretty people competing with one another and thus displaying whatever viciousness or charm would carry them to victory.

Somehow, it was a quick descent from interest to obsession. By the time I was semi-hysterically texting friends when I saw Santino from Project Runway at a party, I’d swallowed the Kool-Aid, powder and all.

And then, rather suddenly, I found myself making money as an “expert” on reality television. When I wasn’t writing a reality TV column for the Fox News Web site, I was chatting about who had betrayed whom and with who for a show called Reality Remix on Fox’s Reality Network. And I learned, through repeated exposure to everything from The Apprentice to E!’s Filthy Rich: Cattle Drive (an underappreciated ode to spoiled Hollywood kids that featured a pre–Keeping Up with the Kardashians Kourtney) that I was fully capable of getting excited about any reality program. The same elements of the pretty people shows that hooked me—the overdramatization, the delusional behavior—were in play on every episode of every show. Greedy, inspiring, stupid, scheming, hilarious, self-aggrandizing—whatever the situation called for, each participant, thanks to some slick editing, filled out his or her stereotype perfectly.

Through some extremely unscientific research, I determined that other writers were equally obsessed with this form of entertainment. Most of us are home all day, aching from within the depths of our souls for new forms of procrastination. We’re observers of life and usually focused on creating interesting characters or filling our scenes with dramatic tension—both essentials for gripping reality TV. We also probably have some narcissism running through us (as Tennesee Williams once said, egomania is almost the precondition of all creative work). And many of us fight to become a part of the cultural conversation in a way that your average Rock of Love seems easily able to, so there’s always the possibility that our interest is laced with a dash of masochistic envy.

Turns out, I was right—about the passion for the topic, if not about the reasons behind it. Of the initial list of writers I contacted, only one said he didn’t like reality TV; in the next sentence, he confessed that he didn’t actually own a television. Instead of worrying about making sure that every single genre or channel was represented, I asked each writer to pick the show they were most obsessed with. And the results were even more revelatory than I’d imagined: from Jerry Stahl speculating that the prisoners on Lockup had actually made it—after all, they were being televised—to Jancee Dunn envying the designers on Project Runway for the fact that they could be creative in groups while writers have to work alone (or in the company of cats), to Toby Young giving a hilarious play-by-play account of appearing on a BBC show, to Rex Sorgatz analyzing how much reality television is merely reflective of the falseness that makes up everyday life, to John Albert confronting the “villain” of Sober House, to Stacey Grenrock Woods examining what it’s like to live in semi-poverty in the wake of The Real Housewives, to Neal Pollack tracing his own former fascination with unstable women through the prism of the wayward lass on Married by America, to Richard Rushfield coming clean about how covering American Idol for the Los Angeles Times turned him into a fanatic with the tattoo to prove it, each essay reveals as much about the writer as the show—and about why the form of television everyone’s always predicting will go away shows no sign of diminishing anytime soon.

With this book, I wasn’t terribly interested in trying to figure out just how real reality television is. I don’t actually care whether scenarios are scripted, if cast members are manipulated into behaving certain ways, or what shooting is like. I definitely don’t want to hear anymore from the reality show participants than I already have.

Instead, I wondered what we, as a culture, are getting from this form of entertainment. Why, in short, do we want to watch people we don’t know sing, sew dresses, eat maggots, lose weight, have sex, kick drugs, sob hysterically, or display their abs? What does this say about us—and the social, political, sexual, and psychological climate of the time we’re living in? While it would be impossible to come up with one definitive answer to these questions, I’m proud to say that the writers featured in this collection provide the most compelling theories and ideas on the matter I’ve ever seen while in the process addressing love, honesty, identity, denial, vanity, fame, and a great many other culturally relevant issues in unique and often quite hysterical ways.

Reality show aspirants—from the Balloon Boy’s parents to everyone’s favorite White House party crashers—have gotten a bad reputation as of late and have truly come to represent the nadir of our world today. But do we blame the form of entertainment that supposedly motivates them to pull their stunts or the public who can’t get enough information about them? Or do we just own up to the fact that many of us enjoy a glimpse into unreal reality? I say there’s nothing shameful about feeling genuinely disturbed by Adam Lambert’s Idol loss or gleeful over Kelly Bensimon’s numerous post-Housewives scandals. And just because our TiVos deliver us regular doses of What Not to Wear, Big Brother, or The Bachelor, that doesn’t mean we can’t listen to Beethoven or read Dostoyevsky.

It doesn’t mean we have to, either.
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POVERTY IN THE TIME OF THE REAL HOUSEWIVES OF NEW YORK CITY

Stacey Grenrock Woods




“IF JILL CAN DROP sixteen thousand dollars on a bag,” beamed Kelly Bensimon, the newest housewife on Bravo’s The Real Housewives of New York City, “then I say, go for it!”

“Go for it” is excellent advice, especially from someone who designs owl jewelry and jogs in traffic. Bensimon was referring to her fellow housewife Jill Zarin’s televised purchase of a garish green handbag. It really was, as the price tag showed, sixteen thousand dollars. Most people, even the obscenely rich, wouldn’t go for such a thing so publicly in late 2008, when season two of the series was shot. But the Real Housewives will go for anything—parties, purchases, press lines, each other’s jugular veins—as long as it means more of that precious commodity: attention.


In late 2008, I was going for things too: enough change for a meal at McDonald’s, a lot of walks (my oxidized green 1991 Saab had long stopped going for it), and down to the mailbox, hoping vainly for a check. Work had been scarce for some time. I’m a writer and my husband, Kenny, owns a recording studio, so of course we are insurance-free. Unable to afford our antidepressants, we went off them, and our bodies seemed to turn wholly edematous within hours. Our new Top Ramen and Quarter Pounder diet was counterproductive to our health goals. Also, his teeth were steadily rotting. Each newly sprouted abscess thwarted our few remaining dreams. We couldn’t afford to take drugs, and even the plants curled up and died. Jill Zarin’s throwaway sixteen thousand would have made all the difference in the world to us, so it’s tempting, and it would be great fun, to rip the Real Housewives for having so much when so many have so little, but we all know things don’t work that way. Besides, I’d rather rip them for being stupid and awful. I feel it’s more appropriate.

The housewives brought this on themselves. Not content to be privately rich and terrible, they belong to that rare and now overrepresented class of people who have always thought, “You know what? I should have a TV show. They should make a TV show about me.” Fans of the series could easily imagine Jill Zarin saying something like this in her Long Island brogue. I like to daydream about how each cast member made the decision to audition for a reality show; how they all thought it over and decided, “Yes, the best thing for me and my loved ones is to have our lives derided by as many people and through as much media as the current technology will allow.” It will be, they surely told themselves, good exposure. I want to be on television, they surely said. I’ll come off well. Besides, it’s all in good fun.

No it isn’t.

For several years I was a correspondent on The Daily Show, both with and without Jon Stewart. I reported on ridiculous people doing moronic things (or was it moronic people doing ridiculous things?) for exposure all over America. I loved this job because I got to be on television, and because I got to make stupid people look stupid on television. Of course, no one producing entertainment of this kind would ever admit to mocking anyone. “Celebrating” is the euphemism of choice. I can’t tell you how many times I sat in meetings and listened to development executives beam about their new projects: “We’re not mocking these people,” they’d say, “it’s not mean-spirited at all.” (It’s at this point that another executive or two would echo the sentiment with an “Oh, no!”) “That’s not what we’re about,” they’d insist. “We want to celebrate these people!” I’ll bet people at Bravo say this sort of thing an awful lot. I imagine that Bravo executives celebrate the fuck out of “these people.” I’ll bet they’re “all about” it. But these people shouldn’t be celebrated. They should be mocked—roundly mocked—with the meanest spirits we can muster—because capital “r” Reality is getting far too close to real reality for my comfort.

Of course the Real Housewives aren’t really housewives. (Students of Reality should by now have a natural suspicion of any show with the word “real” in the title.) At the time of this writing, only three of the six are technically wives, but like nuns who have taken a vow to God, the Real Housewives are wedded to the media, forsaking all others. Season two (one of the rare superior sequels in art) saw our girls feathering not their nests, but their brands. And by their brands we shall know them:

There is a countess on the show. It’s okay if you forget—the countess will consistently remind you by dropping hints like “I’m a countess” and by referring to herself as “the countess.” Those interested in how former “catalog model” LuAnn de Lesseps became a countess can read the whole fairy tale in her gracefully ghostwritten etiquette guide/memoir. (Or I can save you the trouble: she married some count. He was rarely seen on the show because, as it turned out, his Ethiopian mistress demanded much of his time. Fortunately, the countess will retain her title after the divorce.)

Natural foods chef Bethenny Frankel (two n’s, two e’s) has spent season two promoting her Skinnygirl (one word) brand: Skinnygirl cocktail mixes, Skinnygirl wheat-, egg-, and dairy-free baked goods, and a peppily ghostwritten book about how you can be a Skinnygirl yourself. Skinnygirl, Skinnygirl, Skinny girl. Let’s all say it! Although formerly branded the show’s underdog (because she was, until recently, unmarried, goofy, brash, doesn’t like to be touched, and has a bite radius of such might and scope that it could come only from a lifetime of grinding through even the stealthiest of nightguards), Bethenny Frankel seems to be reaping the most rewards from her decision to go for a reality show, her second. She is certainly faring better than she did on The Apprentice: Martha Stewart. We’re all very proud of our Bethenny. All of us, that is, but Kelly Bensimon.

Kelly Bensimon, former model, current horsewoman, is the newest housewife. Tan and torrential, she has no time for anyone she doesn’t consider “amazing” (she means “famous”). Her remoteness and unrepentant snobbery keep her at odds with Bethenny and have managed to offend even the countess. A woman of many whims and at least as much alimony, Kelly is a tremendous figure on the Manhattan/Hamptons/Owl Jewelry scene. And she works, too: she goes to parties and “writes for articles.” I’m not sure what that means, but in any case, Kelly is fiercely protective of the Bensimon brand.

Simon van Kempen and Alex McCord have always reminded me of the Veneerings, Charles Dickens’s nouveau riche climbers whose furniture “smelt a little too much of the workshop and was a trifle sticky.” Their one-night stand born of an Internet chat room has blossomed into a beautiful life in Brooklyn with their two small but vigorous boys, Johan and Francois, who impress everyone with their command of Latin and their genius for running around at parties, screaming and stabbing things with steak knives. The show takes every opportunity to insinuate that Simon, often called the seventh housewife, is gay. I don’t think he’s gay. Nor do I think he’s straight. I think he’s just Australian, and a con man. The van Kempens don’t fool me. Simon has implied on camera that he owns the Manhattan hotel he only manages, and everything about them tells of colossal debt and vague horseshit. When their sons are old enough to comprehend their parents’ publicity, I’m confident the boys will, as they say, “go Menendez.” Naturally, the van Kempens are writing a parenting memoir. (No word yet on who’s ghost-writing.)

Ramona Singer is the one with the “crazy eyes.” Her husband, Mario, sells religious jewelry, and must sell an awful lot of it from the looks of their Hamptons house. Despite her protests otherwise, Ramona doesn’t do anything, leaving her plenty of time to offend people at parties. “You’re, like, blind, right?” she asked New York Governor David Paterson, who is blind. She went on to tell him that she’s, like, blind, too, without her contacts. Convinced of her irrepressible youthfulness, Ramona is “developing” a line of anti-aging skin care products that she hopes to sell one day on QVC. She also has a line of jeweled T’s—but these days who doesn’t?

Which brings us to Jill Zarin, the Fabric Queen. Jill, in the space of one episode, bought that $16,000 bag, turned down her husband’s gift of a new Mercedes because it lacked a specific dashboard dock for her
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