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For my father, who definitely did not watch Sex and the City, but who would nonetheless have read every word here and gone to every book event he could and bought copies for everyone he knew.



Note on Reporting Methods

The following narrative scenes are re-created with the help of original interviews with those who were present, as well as accounts from newspapers, books, magazines, recorded interviews, and other research materials. I’ve indicated within the text, when necessary, who is doing the recounting. Scenes were checked by multiple sources when possible; dialogue comes from the accounts of those who were present. Full notes on specific sourcing are available at the end of the book.



Introduction

I left my fiancé for Sex and the City.

At the time, in the early 2000s, I was in my late twenties. I didn’t know who I was, and it showed. One day I was wearing a striped sweater and beige slacks, purchased from a mall near where I lived in suburban New Jersey, to work at my magazine job in nearby New York City; the next day I was buying black spiky heels, a hot-pink miniskirt, and a black T-shirt from a thrift store in the city’s punk-rock-steeped East Village neighborhood. I even recall a one-month hippie phase with faded jeans, fringed belts, and off-the-shoulder peasant shirts that I thought were particularly cool to wear to literary readings in dark downtown bars. Very Joan Didion.

I lead with the clothes because Sex and the City demonstrated how much they can mean. They indicated, for me, that so much was wrong, but that something right wanted to emerge. I was trying on selves. I was searching for an identity beyond what my upbringing in the Chicago suburbs, as the child of a dad who went to an office every day and a mom who stayed home with my younger brother and sister and me, presented as my ready-to-wear options: girlfriend, wife, or mother. I wanted a nameplate necklace like Carrie Bradshaw’s and a distinct, authentic, messy identity to go with it. Sex and the City helped me find myself.

I fell for the show immediately when it premiered on HBO in the summer of 1998. As a TV nerd, I watched from the beginning; I read my Entertainment Weekly and other pop culture magazines dutifully, and the hype told me to pay attention to this one. The show followed four New York women through their simultaneously harrowing and glamorous dating lives. Carrie, who writes a sex-and-relationships column for a New York newspaper, narrates with excessive punning and digestible insight into modern single life. Charlotte longs for a traditionally romantic handsome prince, a type conspicuously absent from the Manhattan dating pool. Miranda prefers to focus on her career as a lawyer and make wisecracks rather than actively pursue the frustration of dating. And Samantha, the oldest of the four, has long since turned off her romantic longings in favor of sexual conquest.

Their stories started out simple: Carrie experiments with unattached sex. Miranda dates Carrie’s younger beta-male friend, Skipper. Charlotte meets a guy she likes until he requests anal sex. Samantha hooks up with a serial “modelizer” who fetishizes fashion glamazons. As a woman still in her twenties who was living in the suburbs of Chicago and had slept with only one man total, I was entranced. On one level, I coveted the life they were depicting, and on another, I was happy not to be facing such a scary landscape: the sex part and the city part.

My fear would, however, eventually give way to a longing for a larger life like that depicted on the show—and this shift would mark the biggest turning point in my adult life. This impact of what many have derided as a featherweight TV show is what, nearly twenty years later, inspired me to find out how author Candace Bushnell, and then a group of writers and producers, turned their own life stories into a show that could so profoundly affect others’ lives. In this book, I will share that story—all of those stories—with you.

But first, I want to give credit where it’s due and tell you how Sex and the City helped to change my life. My college boyfriend and I moved to the New York City area together in 2001, from my hometown of Chicago. Our relationship thus far looked exactly the way I, as a white, suburban, Midwestern girl, was taught life should go. This was the third time I moved to accommodate his career, and I figured this time would pay off in an engagement, marriage, and happily-ever-after. I was an overachiever, and had always assumed those milestones came as part of the adult prize package I was working toward.

In New York City, I would pursue my professional dream, a job at a national magazine—and being close to the dreamy cityscape I’d seen depicted on the first three and a half seasons of Sex and the City wouldn’t hurt. The show reached the heights of its powers in its fourth season that year, sending out a siren song to independent women throughout America: Come to New York, and your fantasy life will follow. I wasn’t deluded about this; I didn’t expect to instantly land a high-paying job as a sex columnist at a New York newspaper and find myself walking red carpets like Carrie. I just thought it would be fun to, say, walk past a cool new restaurant and see a glamorous party going on inside, or sip a cosmopolitan at a bar featured on the show, or enjoy a cupcake at Magnolia Bakery in the West Village like Carrie and Miranda did.

Mr. College and I bought a condo in Edgewater, New Jersey, just across the Hudson River from Manhattan. To be more precise, he bought us that condo. I didn’t have a job yet. He got there a few weeks before I did. And between the time he moved there and I arrived, terrorists crashed two airplanes into the Twin Towers of Lower Manhattan, devastating all Americans’ sense of security. But I went to the region anyway, fueled by love and the determination to work in national magazines, almost all of which were based in New York City. I knew I’d made the right decision when I saw the Manhattan skyline, the one I’d seen on Sex and the City and a million other TV shows, shimmering on the horizon as I approached on the New Jersey Turnpike. Smoke was still rising from the ruins of the Twin Towers. Ryan Adams sang, “Hell, I still love you, New York,” from the stereo in my Saturn. I already felt a connection to my ailing new city.

During my first few weeks there, the New York City region displayed its courage and its kindness, qualities always lurking beneath its tough exterior. The closer you were to the site of the attacks, the gentler people spoke, the more eager they were to help with the most basic questions from a New York City novice. “No, this subway is not headed uptown, it’s headed to Brooklyn.” “No, that’s the East River, not the Hudson.”

Two months and five interviews later, I got a job offer: I would be an editorial assistant at Entertainment Weekly, the publication I’d declared to be my dream job in college. I had hoped for such fortune, but I hadn’t expected it. My perspective began to shift. Perhaps a life like Carrie’s wasn’t as far out of reach as I’d thought.

That fall, Mr. College arranged with my boss at Entertainment Weekly to get me the day off, then whisked me away on a surprise trip to Disney World, where, as fireworks exploded above the park’s man-made lagoon, Mr. College got down on one knee and proposed. I don’t remember much else, but I must have said yes, because I ended up with a one-carat-diamond-and-white-gold ring on my finger. The next week at work, my left hand shook with excitement as I showed it off and recounted the proposal to my new coworkers.

But in the months that followed, my infatuation with the ring cooled, while my passion for the city flourished. I met Heather, a tall blonde whose looks—and high-heeled sandals—announced from a distance that she was a Los Angeles transplant. Over sandwiches and iced tea, we discovered how much we had in common: blossoming feminist beliefs, an ambition to take over the world with our writing, and on-again, off-again long-term relationships that had dominated our young-adult lives. She was off again, and able to explore a new life in New York.

Surprised to find myself envious of her freedom, I dipped my toe into her life to see what it was like. We sipped white wine night after night at whatever downtown bar we decided was cool that week. Any place that appeared on Sex and the City shot to the top of our list. We lunched at Cafeteria, the slick Chelsea site of most of the show’s brunch scenes. When her sort-of ex came into town for a visit, we double dated at Sushi Samba, the West Village hot spot where a reservation was portrayed as a status symbol on the show.

Sex and the City became my oracle. I had watched since the beginning, but now the show provided a guide to what I should or could do, wear, eat, and buy to fit into my new hometown—or at least the big city across the river from my new hometown. I honestly had no idea where to go or what to do in this overwhelming place, where walking down just one block looking for a restaurant for dinner could send a typical suburbanite into an existential crisis of indecision.

I spent many nights on Heather’s fold-out sofa bed in her East Village studio apartment, giddy the next morning to take the subway to work instead of the New Jersey bus in through the Lincoln Tunnel. The city had more young men—so many of them sexy and smart—than I had ever seen in one place. And so many more of them were interested in me than I’d expected. Back home in the Midwest, twenty-eight put you well past marriage age. In New York, it seemed possible I was just getting started. Sex and the City showed me that not only was I still young, I was also under no obligation to get married at all.

As my doubts about my engagement grew, one scene from the show returned to me. In season 4, Carrie finds an engagement ring—meant for her—in her boyfriend Aidan’s bag. She runs to the bathroom to vomit. Later, she recounts to her friends, “I saw the ring and I threw up. That’s not normal.”

Her friend Samantha replies, “That’s my reaction to marriage.”

I wondered if I had given up my own dreams of sex and the city too soon. I had had sex with one man, my fiancé. And now that I spent so much time in The City, I understood why it went with The Sex. Attractive, interesting people ornamented every street, every subway, every bar. Like so many new New Yorkers before me, I found myself enchanted by almost every second of my experience, like some manic Disney princess in a mystical kingdom. That man in the subway station who was painted silver and acted like a robot: Why did he do that? What was his life like? That woman who ranted in Times Square about the end of the world: Why did her words seem aimed right at me, as if she questioned whether I, specifically, was living my life to the fullest? And would that cute guy on the subway come over and talk to me? Should I walk over and talk to him instead? I didn’t. I didn’t have the guts yet. But I felt like I might have the guts eventually.

Everything, in short, conspired to make me feel like the Carrie Bradshaw of my own life, a heroine for whom the entire city was working to create a more interesting narrative. I had grown up in an average suburb of Chicago called Homer Glen, full of strip malls and cornfields that would soon become strip malls. I had idolized Belle in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast. I loved all of the so-called Disney princesses—Cinderella, Snow White, The Little Mermaid’s Ariel—because I had grown up a Sex and the City Charlotte, sure my prince would come and grant me the happiness I had earned through working hard and being good. But I liked bookish Belle best of all, particularly the refrain of her movie’s opening song: “There must be more than this provincial life.”

I had found my “more” and had begun my transformation from a suburban Charlotte into a metropolitan Carrie.

•  •  •

What became clear to me right around this time, as I explored the possibilities of New York City, was that I had missed sign after sign that Mr. College and I didn’t belong together. We ate dinner separately, each fixing our own little meal at different times, even if we were both home in the evening. He pushed me to wear revealing clothes that made me uncomfortable—short shorts, microminis—and accused me of not caring about his sexual needs when I refused. I was scared to voice even my most basic concerns, like wanting to go out on a Friday night instead of staying in to watch Star Trek: The Next Generation reruns with him, because I thought the confrontation would somehow lead us to break up. I had been attached to him my entire adult life and had no idea what would happen if I removed him from the equation, so I kept him in it.

Instead of facing my concerns, I spent even more time in the city. I met a twenty-three-year-old wunderkind male novelist with soulful hazel eyes who smelled like fresh laundry and was happy to encourage my own author dreams over too many watermelon margaritas. Now this was the kind of thing that happened on Sex and the City. Carrie had dated a few younger men, and it had gone badly, but no matter: Our meetings became regular, almost weekly, and stretched from happy hour until midnight. They looked and functioned a lot like dates, and they were hardly the right way for me to handle my fraying engagement, but I soaked up the attention Author Boy gave me.

These emotional cul-de-sacs are where you can end up if you see marriage as obligatory, as the only way to be an adult. My grandmother used to say, “If a man asks you to marry him, you say yes.” My mom and I laughed at Grandma’s throwback sexism without thinking about where it came from: My grandmother was a Russian immigrant who had been allowed to advance only to a fourth-grade-level education in America; for her, a good marriage meant survival. For my mother, it meant at least security. I hadn’t thought a lot yet about what it meant to me, and yet I was following Grandma’s order, just as my mother had. But Sex and the City mapped a way out for me with its vision of women in their thirties living carefree, successful lives without husbands or children.

Mr. College knew by now that I had doubts about our impending marriage. I had at least managed to voice some hesitation, spurred by his questions about Author Boy. Nearly every Sunday night, my fiancé and I sat out on our terrace, looked at the George Washington Bridge, and talked. I even declared my intention to leave, though I wasn’t as decisive as I should have been. What I did was closer to asking if I could leave. I wanted his approval; I wanted it to be mutual and easy. He would counter with logical arguments: We already had all this furniture together. We had known each other for so long. Did I even have enough money to live on my own?

One day, after months of these talks, I moved my ring from my finger to a silver chain around my neck. I explained this to Mr. College by citing the episode in which Carrie does the same with the engagement ring given to her by sexy furniture-maker Aidan. I even quoted her: “It’s closer to my heart this way.” We both pretended this was fine. We both pretended Aidan and Carrie hadn’t long since broken up.

When others noticed—and they did—I said the same thing. My coworkers at Entertainment Weekly didn’t miss a beat. They nodded solemnly. They didn’t have to pretend not to get it. They covered entertainment for a living, after all. They knew their Sex and the City.

I had said during those Sunday night talks that one problem was that I wanted to live in the city. This was true. But I also didn’t want him in my city life. I thought I was finally forcing a breakup. Instead, he bought a $600,000 condo on the Upper West Side.

You never know what that final blow will be. You never know why that moment is the moment and not some other moment. Mine came about three months after we moved into the new apartment, an eon later than would have been ideal. I looked around at our gleaming wood floors and the monstrous TV and the gorgeous Craftsman-style bookshelves filled with my books and felt crushed by the weight of it all. I was lucky by my grandmother’s standards, but this was not what I wanted. What would come next in our attempt to construct what looked like a successful life as a couple? If I stayed with him now because of the condo, soon maybe we’d get a dog that would bind us together more. And he was already lobbying for kids.

Then a thought, the clearest one I’d had in months: Even if we stayed together for all of that, we’d still get divorced in the end. I knew this was true. In the future we could be divorced people fighting over condos and dogs and kids. Or we could deal with it and be broken-up people in the present.

I packed enough to fit into one rolling suitcase and left the rest. I sat Mr. College down on our plush beige sofa on a Sunday night and told him this was a different kind of talk. I had to leave now. Time slowed down to about one-thousandth speed as I took the ring off and my hand moved toward the coffee table to place it there.

Sex and the City had ended the previous year. My Sex and the City had just begun.

•  •  •

I wasn’t the only one who took this TV show so seriously that it changed my life. Women and men far beyond New York City took its lessons to heart. Sex and the City changed lives across the gender spectrum, across the sexual orientation spectrum, and around the world. It affected lives in ways both personal, like my story, and global. It changed the way we thought about women and sex, the way we talked about sex, the way we dated, married, or didn’t. It did this for those who watched, of course, but even for those who didn’t; it reshaped the cultural perception of single women, sex, dating, and marriage, spreading from viewers themselves to a large swath of America and beyond. It directed the way many women dressed, elevated drinking culture to a social obligation in some circles, and foisted brunch upon an unsuspecting nation. Most of all, it demonstrated that life-changing love comes in forms besides heterosexual marriage and nuclear family; it showed single people that friends could be at least as supportive as family, at least as important as a spouse.

It did all of this by telling stories. Specifically, by telling the stories of women—and a few gay men—on their own terms, in ways that had long been verboten in popular culture. Sex and the City began with Candace Bushnell’s New York Observer column in 1994, in which she shared the secrets of her own love life and that of her party-happy, image-conscious Manhattan circles. The column became a book, and then the television show known across the world, all the while written by women and gay men whose stories came to us via the glamorous, emotional, bitter, and sweet adventures of sex columnist Carrie Bradshaw and her friends: romantic Charlotte, tough-minded Miranda, and sexually adventurous Samantha.

In Sex and the City and Us, I tell the stories behind those stories. While my own narrative demonstrates that I am a Sex and the City acolyte, throughout the rest of this book I draw on my experience as a television historian to trace the tale of how Bushnell’s column became a book, a show, a pop culture phenomenon, a lifestyle, an economy, a commercial for the shiny new New York, and a love letter to post-9/11 New York. It was a deeply flawed work when it came to race and class issues, but it was a significant piece of television history—and its own debatable form of feminist manifesto.

Sex and the City and Us shows how a group of women and gay men—not one patriarchy-approved straight man among them—faced down dismissal, ridicule, and slut-shaming to make a show that helped to free people from traditional expectations. In the process, they also changed television, fashion, dating, feminism, female friendship—and, of course, sex and the city.

This is their—and our—story.



1

The Real Carrie Bradshaw



Fifteen years in Manhattan, and Candace Bushnell was as broke as ever. She had arrived in New York City from Connecticut in 1978 at age nineteen, but after a decade and a half of trying to make it there, she barely had anything in her bank account to show for it.

She did, however, have several friends. And some of them did have money. One kept two apartments, using one as a home and the other as an office, the latter in a charming art deco building at 240 East 79th Street. When Bushnell needed a place to live, her friend stepped up and offered part of her “office” as living quarters for Bushnell. The friend kept her own office in the bedroom, while Bushnell slept on a fold-out sofa and worked in the other room. Bushnell liked having her friend nearby for moral support as she wrote articles for magazines such as Mademoiselle and Esquire, as well as the “People We’re Talking About” column for Vogue.

Bushnell was still sleeping on the pull-out couch when she started freelance writing for the New York Observer, a publication distinguished by its pinkish paper and upscale readership.

Her boss, editor-in-chief Susan Morrison, who would go on to become articles editor at the New Yorker, called Bushnell the paper’s “secret weapon,” because Bushnell had a special aptitude for getting her subjects to speak candidly.

Morrison left the paper, but Bushnell stayed on as the top job was taken over by Peter Kaplan—a bespectacled journalist who would become the paper’s defining editor. One fall afternoon in 1994, Kaplan said to Bushnell, “So many people are always talking about your stories. Why don’t you write a column?” When Bushnell agreed, he asked, “What do you think it should be about?”

“I think it should be about being a single woman in New York City,” she answered, “and all the crazy things that happen to her.” She could focus on her life and her immediate circle: She was thirty-five and single, a status that was still shocking in certain segments of society, even in New York City in 1994. Several of her friends had also made it past thirty without getting married, and they would make great sources and characters.

Like many in the media, Bushnell lived an in-between-classes life: She scrounged for sustenance, attending book parties for the free food and drinks. But she also ran with the highest of the high class, big-name designers and authors, moguls who hired interior designers for their jets, and Upper East Side moms who pioneered “nanny cams” to spy on their expensive childcare providers. It was the model for the absurd lifestyle that her alter ego, Carrie Bradshaw, would make famous, balancing small paychecks with major access to glamour and wealth. That inside perspective on the high life would become a key part of the column’s appeal.

•  •  •

Candace Bushnell knew nothing of private jets and nannies when she first arrived in Manhattan.

In fact, she lived in almost twelve different apartments during her first year in New York City, or at least it felt that way. Candy, as her family called her—honey-blond and Marcia Brady–pretty—had come to Manhattan to make it as an actress after she dropped out of Rice University. Then she found out she was a terrible actress, so she decided to make it as a writer instead.

Thus far, however, she’d only made it as a roommate, and even that wasn’t going well.

In one apartment, on East 49th Street, which was something of a red-light district at the time, she lived with three other girls. All three wanted to be on Broadway, and, even worse, one of them was. All they did was sing when they were home; when they weren’t home, they waitressed. Worse still, the women who lived above them on the third and fourth floors were hookers with a steady string of patrons clomping through.

Bushnell did her best to ignore the chaos and focus on her career. At a club one evening, she met the owner of a small publication called Night, where she landed her first entry-level gig. The magazine had just launched in 1978 to chronicle legendary nightclubs like Studio 54 and Danceteria. Other assistant-type work followed for Bushnell at Ladies’ Home Journal (where the mix of stories in a given month might include career advice from Barbara Walters, an exposé on sexually abusive doctors, and “low-cal party” ideas) and Good Housekeeping (which favored more traditional topics such as a “Calorie Watchers Cookbook,” White House table settings, and “How Charlie’s Angels Stay So Slim”). Finally, Bushnell landed on staff as a writer at Self in an era when cover stories included “Are You Lying to Yourself about Sex?” and “12 Savvy Ways to Make More Money.” This was at least a little closer to her speed.

Throughout the ’80s, when Bushnell was in her twenties, she found ways to write about the subjects that interested her most: sex, relationships, society, clubbing, singlehood, careers, and New York City. At that point she still thought she’d like to get married and have kids. But her work reflected the times and spoke to the millions of young women who poured into big cities to seek career success and independence instead of matrimony and family life. To pursue her own big-city dreams, Bushnell braved New York at its lowest point, when the AIDS crisis ravaged lives, graffiti covered buildings and subway cars inside and out, beefy vigilantes called the Guardian Angels roamed the streets to discourage criminals, and Times Square was populated with prostitutes and peep shows.

•  •  •

It was the Observer column that would ultimately catapult her to the next level of her career. Bushnell and Kaplan got down to practicalities. She’d be paid $1,000 per column, which was $250 more than other columnists at the paper were paid. This, plus her Vogue checks and perks like flights to Los Angeles for assignments, added up to a decent New York lifestyle for the time, particularly given her frugal living quarters. Bushnell and Kaplan discussed the title of her new column and settled on “Sex and the City.” A perfect newspaper column title: “pithy,” as she’d later describe it. The column was headed by an illustration of a shoe, based on a strappy pair of Calvin Klein sandals Bushnell had purchased for herself on sale.

As Bushnell later wrote, she “practically skipped up Park Avenue with joy” leaving the office after Kaplan offered her the column.

But first things first: What to write about for her “Sex and the City” debut? Well, there was that sex club everyone was talking about.

•  •  •

One late night in 1994, Bushnell left a dinner party at the new Bowery Bar to head uptown to a sex club on 27th Street. She didn’t know what would happen, but hoped it would be enough to fill her new column. As it turned out, Le Trapeze was, like most sexual escapades, neither as good nor as bad as imagined. It cost eighty-five dollars to enter, cash, no receipt. (Her expense reports were about to get interesting.) The presence of a hot-and-cold buffet took her aback. “You must have your lower torso covered to eat,” said a sign above. Bushnell spied “a few blobby couples” having sex on a large air mattress in the center of the room. And, as Bushnell wrote, “many men . . . appeared to be having trouble keeping up their end of the bargain.” A woman sat next to a Jacuzzi in a robe, smoking.

This experience became Bushnell’s first “Sex and the City” column, published on November 28, 1994, with the headline “Swingin’ Sex? I Don’t Think So.” Despite the come-on of the column’s name, it contained a traditional and wholesome bottom line: “I had learned that when it comes to sex, there’s no place like home.” Over the next two years, Bushnell would chronicle the gulf between fantasy and reality, between what the hippest of the hip of New York City thought they should be doing and what they truly wanted in their souls. If they could find their souls.

As Bushnell wrote in that first piece: “Sex in New York is about as much like sex in America as other things in New York are. It can be annoying; it can be unsatisfying; most important, sex in New York is only rarely about sex. Most of the time it’s about spectacle, Todd Oldham dresses, Knicks tickets, the Knick [sic] themselves, or the pure terror of Not Being Alone in New York.”

Over the next two years, Bushnell would sit at her desk in her friend’s apartment on the tenth floor of the 79th Street building, writing her column. She smoked and looked out on an air shaft from the dark three-bedroom apartment as she pondered the lives and loves of those she knew and tapped away on her Dell laptop keyboard. The words she wrote would turn her from a midlevel writer into a New York celebrity.

Her column gained such notoriety, in fact, that it affected her love life. High-powered men she met told her, “I thought about dating you, but now I won’t because I don’t want to end up in your column.” She would think, You aren’t interesting enough to write about anyway. Her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Vogue publisher Ron Galotti—a tanned man with slicked-back hair and a penchant for gray suits with pocket squares—did make the column regularly, referred to as “Mr. Big.” When she’d finish writing a column and show it to him, he would read her copy and issue his version of a compliment: “Cute, baby, cute.”

•  •  •

Bushnell never envisioned a mass audience for her work in the Observer. She never would have believed, at the time, that it would turn into a TV hit that all of America—much less the world—embraced. She only hoped to hook the select, in-the-know audience the Observer was known for, the upper echelons of high society. Bushnell’s “Sex and the City” column emphasizes opportunistic women on the hunt for financial salvation in Manhattan’s high-rolling men; her “Carrie Bradshaw”—a pseudonym for Bushnell herself—is unhinged and depressed; her friends have given up on the idea of love and connection. The result resembles a female version of Bright Lights, Big City and, in fact, the author of that book was her friend and frequent party mate Jay McInerney, whose wavy crest of dark hair, thick eyebrows, and natty style made him look more like a matinee idol than a novelist. Even McInerney, the chronicler of New York’s party culture of the coke-fueled ’80s, cracked that Bushnell “was doing advanced postgraduate work in the subject of going out on the town.”

She went out nearly every night, interviewed people at her central downtown hangout, Bowery Bar, and found stories all across town. New York was, Bushnell says, a “tight place then. It was the day when restaurants were theater. Nobody cared about the food. You just saw who was coming in, who talked to who.” If you wanted to know what was going on somewhere, you had to go there.

New York dating rituals still hearkened back to another era, “like in Edith Wharton’s time,” Bushnell says. “There were hierarchies. Society was important, the idea of wanting to be in society.” Women still often felt as if they had to please men, like Wharton wrote in The House of Mirth of her character Lily Bart: “She had been bored all the afternoon by Percy Gryce—the mere thought seemed to waken an echo of his droning voice—but she could not ignore him on the morrow, she must follow up her success, must submit to more boredom, must be ready with fresh compliances and adaptabilities.”

With the column, Bushnell had made herself into a professional dater. She got her material from dating, and she could use her profession to meet potential dates. This linked her to the city’s earliest recognized wave of professional, single women: the shopgirls of the early 1900s. They made their living as retail clerks, but more important they were single girls whose jobs gave them access to wealthy men: “Shopgirls knew that dressing and speaking the right ways would help them get a job, and that the right job could help them get a man,” Moira Weigel wrote in her history of courtship, Labor of Love: The Invention of Dating.

Bushnell and her friends had become the modern version of Edith Wharton heroines and those shopgirls, stuck between dependence on men and modern dating practices that lacked manners and rules. She envisioned herself writing for this select subculture, whispering their secrets to others like them, and perhaps even to the men who pursued them.

“SEX” BEYOND THE UPPER EAST SIDE

Before long, people began to buy the Observer just to read Bushnell’s column, people outside the Observer’s standard readership. Readers loved to guess the real identities of Bushnell’s pseudonymed characters. It was said that the writer “River Wilde” was probably Bret Easton Ellis, the American Psycho author. “Gregory Roque” was most likely Oliver Stone, the Natural Born Killers filmmaker. A Bushnell pseudonym became a status symbol of the time.

Soon everyone in town knew that Mr. Big was Galotti, the magazine publisher who drove a Ferrari and had dated supermodel Janice Dickinson. In the column, Bushnell, as a first-person narrator, introduces Mr. Big’s paramour, Carrie Bradshaw, as her “friend.” Eventually, detailed depictions of Carrie’s life—her thoughts, her word-for-word conversations, her sexual escapades—overtake the column. That, plus their shared initials, made it hard to imagine Carrie wasn’t Candace. In fact, Bushnell later revealed she’d created Carrie so her parents wouldn’t know—at least for sure—that they were reading about their daughter’s own sex life.

Readers took in every word. They read it on the subway and on the way out to the Hamptons. They delighted in Bushnell’s dissections of city types such as “psycho moms,” “bicycle boys,” “international crazy girls,” “modelizers,” and “toxic bachelors,” and they devoured the knowing insider commentary:

“It all started the way it always does: innocently enough.”

“On a recent afternoon, seven women gathered in Manhattan over wine, cheese, and cigarettes, to animatedly discuss the one thing they had in common: a man.”

“The pilgrimage to the newly suburbanized friend is one that most Manhattan women have made, and few truly enjoyed.”

“On a recent afternoon, four women met at an Upper East Side restaurant to discuss what it’s like to be an extremely beautiful young woman in New York City.”

“There are worse things than being thirty-five, single, and female in New York. Like: Being twenty-five, single, and female in New York.”

Bushnell’s column contained seedlings of the fantasy life that would bloom in Sex and the City the television show. But “Sex and the City,” as a column, was a bait and switch. The clothes command high prices and the parties attract big names; however, despite the column’s name, there isn’t much sexy sex and there’s almost no romance. One character sums it up: “I have no sex and no romance. Who needs it? No fear of disease, psychopaths, or stalkers. Why not just be with your friends?” Bushnell puts it this way: “Relationships in New York are about detachment.” The writer herself had soured on marriage, telling the New York Times it was an institution that favored men. She’d once been engaged, about four years before the launch of her column, and the experience had made her feel as if she were, she said, “drowning.”

Despite the column’s cynical soul, despite Bushnell’s personal connection with novelist friends Jay McInerney and Bret Easton Ellis, she knew how her writing—because it was about women and feelings—was perceived.

“It’s cute. It’s light. . . . It’s not Tolstoy,” is how her friend Samantha describes Carrie’s work in one of the columns. Carrie insists that she’s not trying to be Tolstoy. Bushnell concludes, “But, of course, she was.”


WRITING AND THE SINGLE GIRL

Bushnell’s column fit into a long tradition of literary fascination with single women’s lives. The title of the column, in fact, referenced the most famous of them all: Helen Gurley Brown’s 1962 sensation Sex and the Single Girl. While women have never been published with the same frequency as their white male counterparts, they have proven throughout history that there was a surefire way to get attention: by explaining their exotic lives as single, independent creatures to the masses. How on earth did they survive without men? Was it as awful as it sounded? Was it as fun?

This phenomenon dated back at least as far as 1898, when Neith Boyce wrote a column for Vogue called “The Bachelor Girl.” “The day it became evident that I was irretrievably committed to this alternative lifestyle was a solemn one in the family circle,” Boyce wrote. “I was about to leave that domestic haven, heaven only knew for what port. I was going to New York to earn my own bread and butter and to live alone.”

With “Sex and the City,” Bushnell combined two historically popular column genres: the confessions of a single professional woman and the documentation of high society’s charity events, fashion, fancy homes, and gossip. She offered a juicier version of the age-old society pages.

Given this winning combination, the book publishing world inevitably pursued Bushnell. Atlantic Monthly Press released a collection of Bushnell’s columns in hardcover in August 1996. As she toured college campuses to promote the book, she noticed something unexpected: The column resonated far beyond Manhattan, far beyond its outer boroughs . . . and far beyond even the Tri-State Area. Women in Chicago, Los Angeles, and other cities throughout the nation saw their own lives in Sex and the City. They had their own Mr. Bigs; they were their own Carrie Bradshaws. “We thought people could only be this terrible in New York,” Bushnell says. “But this phenomenon of thirty-something women dating was much more universal than we thought.” She wasn’t just reporting on high society for in-the-know Manhattanites; she had become the new Holly Golightly, the glamorous single woman her college fans hoped to be someday.

The book represented an unquestionable pinnacle for Bushnell’s career. She had chased exactly this kind of fantasy from the Connecticut suburbs to New York City in 1978 with no connections, no Ivy League degree, and no money, then worked her way up the media ladder.

Reviews for the book, however, ran lukewarm. The Washington Post called it “mildly amusing,” then used most of the review to take aim at the Observer, “a singularly peculiar weekly newspaper that is printed on colored paper and edited with only two circulation areas in mind: chic Manhattan and drop-dead Hamptons.” The book, the review said, did nothing more than collate several of Bushnell’s columns, “presumably for the convenience of those who do not have their copies of the Observer bound by Madison Avenue leather crafters.”

Some reviewers mustered up more respect, like Sandra Tsing Loh in the Los Angeles Times, who compared Bushnell’s view of New York City to those of some of Bushnell’s friends, influential members of the ’80s “literary Brat Pack” such as Jay McInerney and Tama Janowitz. A Publishers Weekly review noted the “opulent debasement that suffuses this collection” and called it “brain candy”—emphasis on the “brain” as much as the “candy.”

The “candy,” however, took over as the main public perception of Sex and the City as a book. Sex and the City’s publication coincided with the introduction of another memorable thirtysomething singleton into the literary landscape: British columnist Helen Fielding’s hapless Bridget Jones. Comparisons flourished, and did nothing to boost Sex and the City’s respectability. Alex Kuczynski in the New York Times described Bridget’s obsession with men as “perfectly normal behavior, if you’re a 13-year-old girl,” then acknowledged that Bridget “makes some women laugh in sad recognition.”

In the Village Voice Meghan Daum wrote that Bridget Jones “concerns itself almost entirely with the neurotic fallout of popular women’s culture. . . . Bridget’s constant failure to follow through on even the most basic lifestyle tips offered up by her mentor, Cosmo culture, will undoubtedly provoke the disapproval of those who remain devoted to that culture’s major tenet, that self-improvement and positive thinking are synonymous with substance.”

With the exception of that last one, these reviews seemed oblivious to Bridget’s satirical nature, the fact that she and her creator were in on the joke. But Bridget and Carrie did not belong together in any sense, even though they kept getting stuck together in trend pieces. Kuczynski’s New York Times piece quotes Bushnell criticizing Bridget as “ten years out of date.” Bridget struggled with her weight and suffered from low self-esteem, but also seemed to like her life, her friends, her family, and her middle-class status. Carrie, on the other hand, knew how attractive and thin she was, dated and drank with the upper echelons of Manhattan society, and was still moody and cynical. Where Bridget was sweet and well-adjusted underneath her snark and borderline alcoholism, Carrie suffered mood swings and self-sabotaging behavior. In short, they sat at opposite ends of the single-woman character spectrum: Bridget an updated version of the single woman who knows her place, and thus is quite likable; Carrie an unsympathetic character, a true antiheroine at a time when unlikable lead female characters were rare. “I don’t write books because I want everyone to like the characters,” Bushnell says. “These are women who make some choices that maybe aren’t the best choices in terms of morality.”

With Carrie, Bushnell was going more for a Dorothy Parker type or Edith Wharton heroine than the lead of a romantic comedy, but she and Fielding were linked in the cultural ether and credited with—or blamed for—the advent of a new, much-derided book category equivalent of the rom-com: chick lit.

•  •  •

Whatever the perception of “Sex and the City,” it was popular. So popular, in fact, that starting about three months into the column’s run, enamored New Yorkers in the media business began faxing copies of it to their friends in the movie business in Los Angeles. Even before the collection of columns came out in book form, Bushnell began to get calls from producers eager to buy the rights for film.

TV network ABC also pursued her, particularly executive Jamie Tarses after she became president of ABC Entertainment in 1996. During her previous job at NBC, Tarses had developed Caroline in the City, Mad About You, and Friends—all New York–centric hits about young, beautiful white people. It made sense that she’d be interested in Sex and the City, which she saw as a more sophisticated, forward-thinking version of those shows. The thirty-two-year-old had just become the youngest person to run a network entertainment division at the time; she was also the first female network president ever. Industry observers were waiting for her to fail. Her new network lagged in third place of the Big Three. She needed a standout hit, and she thought a “Sex and the City” adaptation could be it.

Tarses’s thick, curly, Sarah Jessica Parker–like hair, blue eyes, and power suits would have made her look right at home on Sex and the City. Like many of the female characters, she was in her early thirties and trying to balance dating with a high-powered career. She had become a fan of Bushnell’s column and its perspective on modern relationships because she related to it. The column felt like it could become the basis of the show she had always been looking for, a voice and point of view that wasn’t already represented on television. The popularity of the column and subsequent book gave the title a recognizability that made it perfect for TV. And it appealed to the female audience ABC most wanted at the time. Tarses just had to figure out how much of the “sex” a broadcast network could allow.

As Bushnell’s star rose, the writer ran into Tarses and her boyfriend, David Letterman’s executive producer Robert Morton, in the Hamptons. Bushnell was Rollerblading when the couple pulled up next to her, as she remembers it, in a cherry-red Mercedes convertible. “Jamie wants to buy ‘Sex and the City,’ ” Morton told Bushnell. “ABC’s really interested.” The pursuit was on.

But others were wooing Bushnell for the “Sex and the City” rights as well. One of Galotti’s friends, Richard Plepler—senior vice president of communications at HBO—also thought the column would be a perfect fit for his pay-cable network. Bushnell and Plepler often saw each other at the stretch of shoreline called Media Beach in the Hamptons, and every time, he’d urge her to come to a meeting at HBO.

•  •  •

Cable seemed like a better fit for Sex and the City, given its similarities to another book that started as a newspaper column, then became a critically acclaimed series for PBS and, later, cable network Showtime: Armistead Maupin’s Tales of the City. In fact, that Publishers Weekly review that called Sex and the City “brain candy” also referred to Maupin’s 1978 collection of San Francisco Chronicle columns that followed young, single people of various sexual orientations in the liberated city: “The effect is that of an Armistead Maupin–like canvas tinged with a liberal smattering of Judith Krantz,” the reviewer wrote.

Tales of the City had become a television miniseries around the same time “Sex and the City” debuted as a column; it premiered in the UK in 1993 and in the United States on PBS in 1994. The series took on issues well ahead of its time for TV, with extramarital affairs, sex, several gay love affairs, and a major transgender character. But like Sex and the City after it, Tales’ true message came down to the importance of friendship in a major metropolitan area. It also highlighted a different kind of love affair that Sex and the City would also emphasize: the relationship between a city and its denizens.

Tales couldn’t afford to be a glitzy production, however, when it came to television. Such a risky proposition meant a miniscule budget, with costumes even for its wealthiest characters coming from secondhand shops. “It was a total shoestring,” says Barbara Garrick, who played heiress DeDe Halcyon Day (and would later guest-star on Sex and the City as a spagoer who gets a happy ending from her massage therapist). “They’d hand you a dress they just bought at Goodwill.”

Tales’ frank approach to modern sexuality won it plenty of attention, both good and bad. It became the highest-rated broadcast to date on PBS at the time, but also sparked controversy as one of the few US programs to show kissing between male lovers. Attempts to produce a follow-up based on Maupin’s book series had so far failed because of the US government’s threats to pull PBS funding if it remained involved with Tales. “I did have my top off once [during the miniseries], and that went to Congress, like a pirate tape with black bars across my chest,” Garrick says. “It had all the scenes of the pot smoking and the guys kissing and the nudity.” Later, HBO rival Showtime would pick the show up for a second season.




OEBPS/images/9781501164842.jpg
SEX%HECIJT

HOW FOUR SINGLE WOMEN CHANGED
THE WAY WE THINK, LIVE, AND LOVE

JENNIFER KEISBIIN ARMSTRONG
author of New York Tinges bestseller Seinfeldia





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SEXHE %IJT‘?}_Q,

How Four Single Women Changed
the Way We Think, Live, and Love

JENNIFER KEISHIN
ARMSTRONG

Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi










