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  Context


  James Christopher Frey was born September 12, 1969, in Cleveland, Ohio. Frey’s early life was spent in Ohio and Michigan. His father was a successful business executive, and the Freys were a financially comfortable family. After graduating high school in 1988, Frey attended Denison University in Granville, Ohio, where he was a member of the Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity. In 1993, at age 23, he entered Hazelden clinic for drug and alcohol rehabilitation. He spent six weeks there as a patient. Following this, Frey held a number of jobs, ranging from janitor to screenwriter. His screenplay for Kissing a Fool was made into a movie starring David Schwimmer in 1998. A Million Little Pieces, an account of his stay at Hazelden, was started in the late 1990s. To complete the book, Frey mortgaged his house and lived on the proceeds while he wrote. Frey claims that he initially tried to sell the book as a work of fiction, but seventeen publishers rejected it. The book, first published in May 2003, was classified by both Frey and the publisher (Random House) as a memoir, or a narrative taken from personal experience.


  Early on, a handful of critics questioned the truthfulness of the book, but Frey’s claims of its veracity went largely uncontested. In 2005, talk show host and magazine publisher Oprah Winfrey selected A Million Little Pieces for her book club, bumping Eli Weisel’s Night for the December slot. Sales of Frey’s book shot into the multimillions, and Frey appeared on the Oprah Winfrey Show to speak about his experiences as an addict and his eventual rehabilitation. In January of 2006, the Smoking Gun (www.thesmokinggun.com), an investigative website owned by Court TV, began a search for a mugshot of Frey to put in their gallery and were surprised to find almost no records of Frey’s multistate criminal activities. Digging deeper, they uncovered one police report that had missed Frey’s attention—it detailed a major event described in the book, in which Frey, high on crack, hits a police car and almost starts a riot. The reality was that a slightly inebriated Frey ran the wheel of his car up onto a curb and was taken into custody in an extremely uneventful arrest. In the book, this is the crime that threatens to land Frey in maximum security prison for several years, until Leonard and Miles Davis, James’s closest friends at the clinic, work to have the sentence reduced to three months. The crime is more or less fiction, and the sentence is completely so. Frey’s actual jail time amounted to a few hours, and it occurred on the night of his arrest. With this information, related parts of the story were called into question.


  Up to the point of the Smoking Gun’s investigation, Frey claimed the book was completely honest, and that he had only changed some names to protect the identities of the people involved. He also claimed that his publisher had contacted people portrayed in the book and verified what he had written. In interviews (including one for Barnes & Noble’s Meet the Writers program), Frey went as far as to describe his activities during the nonexistent three-month jail term, down to listing the books he read while whiling away time in his cell. Frey appeared on Larry King Live on January 11, 2006, to defend himself against the charges. He admitted some alterations but repeated that he stood by the “essential truth” of his book. Oprah Winfrey called the show while Frey was on the air and voiced her support. She would soon withdraw it.


  Over the next few days, the case against Frey grew too overwhelming to ignore. Frey was called back to Oprah’s show along with his publisher, industry veteran Nan Talese, on January 26, 2006. The result was a blistering hour-long program, in which Frey finally admitted that he lied about some of the events. He did not recant his decision to label the book a memoir, and he still claims to have documentation to support much of the story. The controversy surrounding A Million Little Pieces has led some journalists and readers to call for strict fact-checking of all nonfiction books. Many supportive fans have touted its “essential truth,” a phrase used by Frey during his interview on Larry King’s show to denote the story’s emotional impact. Still others are simply wondering whether the book should be categorized as fiction or nonfiction. Random House, publisher of both paperback and hardcover copies of the book, has simply issued an apology. A publisher’s note and an author’s note will appear in all new printings. Frey’s follow-up to A Million Little Pieces, My Friend Leonard, starts on the eighty-seventh day of his fabricated ninety-day stay in jail and is also billed as a memoir. It contains a note to the reader explaining that some elements of his story “have been changed” for the book


  Within a month of Frey’s public outing at the Smoking Gun, LA Weekly uncovered a bizarre tale of a gay erotica writer masquerading as a Navajo writer. That writer, Tim Barrus, had been writing as “Nasdijj” since 1999 and had won numerous awards for his memoirs. Novelist JT LeRoy, presumed to be a young man who wrote gritty novels based on his former life as a male prostitute, was revealed to be the creation of middle-aged female rock musician and her husband. “LeRoy” went many steps further in the ruse, including using a physical stand-in for readings. These findings shook the public’s confidence in the publishing industry even more so. But A Million Little Pieces, with its Oprah seal and widespread news coverage, remained at the center of the debate. The scope of the discussion ranged from the sublime to the extreme. Some commentators focused on the specific definition of the word memoir. Several widened the topic to ask if Frey’s actions are symptomatic of a larger problem: the erosion of the notion of truth in modern American society and politics.


  Plot Overview


  A Million Little Pieces opens with the narrator, James, waking up on an airplane with no idea where he is going. He has a hole in his cheek, four broken teeth, and a broken nose. James eventually finds out that the plane is bound for Chicago and that a doctor and two unidentified men brought him on board. James lands to find his parents, who have come all the way from Tokyo to pick him up, waiting for him. James’s condition shocks and saddens them, and they immediately drive him to the family cabin. They next day, they check him into a rehabilitation facility in Minnesota. Almost immediately after arrival, another patient pulls James to the floor when James refuses to give up his seat in the lounge. Things improve somewhat when James meets a young woman named Lilly at the dispensary and a friendly, middle-aged career criminal named Leonard at a meal. Both become his friends.


  Near-constant vomiting and pain mark James’s early days at the clinic. To fix his broken teeth, James submits himself to a horrific double root canal without Novocain. James decides that his condition is hopeless and walks out of the clinic, but Leonard follows him and convinces him to stay. James’s brother Bob and two friends show up at the clinic unexpectedly for visiting day and bring some gifts. This show of kindness moves James deeply. After Bob leaves, James’s parents call him and ask if he’ll do the Family Program, during which they would come to the clinic and engage in counseling sessions with him. He says he doesn’t want them to come. James begins reading the Tao Te Ching, and it greatly inspires him. For once, James has found something that makes sense to him, something that speaks of self-reliance. Though he knows that the clinic staff is trying to help him, he cannot accept the Twelve Step method of recovery, and he refuses to complete any of the tasks they set before him.


  One evening, Leonard sits down with James and tells him a heart-wrenching story about his upbringing and how he landed in the clinic. Near the end of the story, Leonard breaks down and cries in front of James, and tells him to “hold on.” From this point onward, James has a deep respect for Leonard, and the notion of holding on resonates deeply with him. In the cafeteria, Lilly slides James a scrap of paper, which tells him to meet her in the clearing outside of the clinic. This is the start of the love affair between James and Lilly, a relationship they pursue though the clinic’s rules state that men and women patients cannot interact with each other. James and Lilly often meet for long periods of time, kissing, holding each other, and talking. The relationships with Lilly and Leonard are two of the truest that James has ever known.


  James’s parents arrive at the clinic for the Family Program, despite his objections. Though seeing them is upsetting, James decides to participate. During a critical session, James finds out that he had an ear infection throughout his early childhood that made him scream and cry, which his parents left untreated. Also, he finds out that his grandfather had a drinking problem. James’s parents feel that maybe his grandfather’s addiction and the untreated ear infection had something to do with James’s addictions, but he refuses to accept this theory. As is his way in most areas of his life, James wants to go it alone and do things deeply and completely—this includes taking all responsibility for his condition. His addiction, he believes, is no illness. It is a weakness. It can only be overcome by taking full ownership. Once he comes to this conclusion, things begin to change for James.


  James’s parents have to leave unexpectedly because James’s father has a pressing business engagement. Although their early departure upsets James, their good-byes are on good terms. Soon after, James finds out from a distraught Lilly that her grandmother is gravely ill and only has a short time to live. Lilly runs away from the clinic, and James literally runs off after her. Two clinic staff members, Hank and Lincoln, follow him in a van and offer assistance. She is eventually found in an abandoned building in the middle of a sexual act, and it is clear that she has been smoking crack. Though James sees crack and has a chance to use it, he chooses Lilly over the drugs. He brings her safely back to the clinic and is permitted to stay. Lilly is forced to start over again with detoxification and will have to pay for another term, something she cannot afford.


  Continuing his quest to accept responsibility for his own life, James faces the criminal charges against him in Ohio. At first, he believes that he’ll have to be in jail for three years, but the sentence is mysteriously reduced to three months. James believes that his friend Leonard and his roommate Miles Davis helped reduce his sentence, but this fact is never confirmed. Leonard completes his program and prepares to leave the clinic. Before he does, he arranges for Lilly’s program to be paid for and asks James to be his son. The day before James leaves to begin his jail sentence, he confesses that a priest in Paris made unwanted sexual advances toward him, and that he beat the man seriously, possibly even killing him. This admission triggers a release in James, and he knows he is ready to leave. James’s brother and a friend pick him up at the clinic, and he immediately asks them to go to a bar. His brother and friend are stunned but give in to James’s request. At the bar James has Bob give him forty dollars and orders an entire pint glass full of whiskey. After looking at the glass and smelling the whiskey, James asks the bartender to pour it down the drain.


  Character List


  
    James Frey - The protagonist and narrator. James is a 23-year-old man with a serious drug and alcohol problem. When the book opens, James is a physical and mental wreck, forced to enter the world’s most successful drug and alcohol clinic. During his stay, he battles his personal demons, makes an unusual group of friends, and falls in love with a drug-addicted former prostitute named Lilly. He adopts a philosophy of self-reliance and rejects the traditional forms of treatment (as exemplified in the Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous). Unlike many of the people he meets in the clinic, James emerges sober and takes control of his life.

  


  
    Leonard - James’s best friend in rehab, rumored to be a mobster. Leonard is a larger-than-life figure who wears loud clothing and throws dinners for the men in the unit. It is Leonard who persuades James to stay at the clinic. At the end of the book, he “adopts” James as his son.

  


  
    Lilly - A fellow patient and eventually James’s girlfriend. Lilly was forced into prostitution at a young age to support her mother’s heroin habit. In time, she became a drug addict herself. She was sent to the clinic by her grandmother, a good woman who saved up her money for three years to pay for Lilly’s treatment. Lilly is the person most capable of calming James down during his rages.
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