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FOR a few hours last Wednesday night, behind the velvet rope of
Suede, the trendy Chelsea bar, the grin on Dave Kerpen's face
made it appear almost a fait accompli that as the first self-
professed nerd on reality television, he was gearing up to celebrate
a triumph on behalf of every awkward kid who ever received a
public wedgie.

If Mr. Kerpen wasn't about to walk away with the mysterious
"ultimate prize" on the two-hour season finale of Fox's "Paradise
Hotel," why else invite friends and fans to behold one more helping
of public humiliation, projected large onto three walls of the bar?
Since June, viewers had watched as Mr. Kerpen politicked and
double-dealt for three months at an Acapulco resort until he was
one of the last four contestants. Cameras also caught his
protuberant ears getting yanked, his drunken, shirtless
exclamation that ''I have man boobs!" and his many rebuffed
advances to a doe-eyed 21-year-old named Charla. As for the
hookups, so prevalent in the world of reality television, ''I got the
least action,” he said. ""There was a game where everyone had to
kiss. That was the most action I saw."

The fact was, though, that Wednesday was also his 27th birthday.
""How many times in my life will I have a birthday on the same day
as the season finale of a show that I star in?"' he asked.

But Mr. Kerpen has never ducked fame. After growing up in
Brooklyn in a "typical dysfunctional Jewish' family, he went to
Hunter College High School and then north to Boston University,
where he became well known in college as the Crunch and Munch
guy ar Celrics games: He soid popcorn, aanced, sang and mugged
until the coach at the time, Rick Pitino, had him ejected from
FleetCenter for distracting the players.
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But reality television fame tasted sweeter. "'I've been the dork for
all my life," he said. "'"And now I walk the streets of New York and
Boston, and beautiful women talk to me and hug me because
they've gotten to know me through television," he said, adding that
he had received six e-mailed marriage proposals and two nude
photos. Last year, he lost 69 pounds on Weight Watchers, a
company that he prefers not to name. ''Since I have no
endorsement, I say I lost it through portion control and exercise,"
he said. As well as seeking endorsements, he plans to write a
motivational book, tentatively titled "Personality of a Winner."'

As showtime drew near, Mr. Kerpen climbed the stairs to greet his

public. The room was filled with about 100 people, some old friends

from Brooklyn and Boston University, but mostly women who had

responded to the invitation posted on Mr. Kerpen's fan Web site,

which his younger brother, Phil, a policy analyst in Washington,

started about a month ago. Editors’ Picks

Mr. Kerpen was stopped to pose for photos and dealt with a
barrage of cellphones thrust into his hand so he could say hello to
friends and relatives of his fans. A young blonde asked if Charla,
the object of Mr. Kerpen's season-long affection, would show up.
""Charla will not be here tonight,” he pronounced glumly. He added
that another contestant, Tom Rodriguez, would likely be coming
with Smokey, the plush monkey he was always clutching on the _ D
show. Moments later, Mr. Rodriguez arrived, sans monkey, and the Sweep Across
two embraced warmly. After leading the crowd in a quick rendition i ézﬁ?\'&,?at.s
of "Happy Birthday to You," Mr. Kerpen grabbed his brother and

jogged downstairs into the bar's office to update the fan site.
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Then he rushed back upstairs in time to perform a flailing dance to
the show's theme, a cover of Eddie Money's ""Two Tickets to
Paradise." An hour and 55 minutes later, as Mr. Kerpen watched
impassively, the crowd let out a plaintive wail. Not only was he the
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a fresh round of abuse on him. On top of it all, Charla, Mr. Kerpen's
love interest and game partner, was given the option of splitting a
$250,000 prize with him and opted to bolt home to Minnesota with
the entire purse, making Mr. Kerpen the only finalist not to leave
the hotel with money.

A grieving line formed in front of him, and he distributed hugs.
"I'm going to give you my salary for the year' to make up for the
loss, said Jodi Capobianco, a 31-year-old from Staten Island.
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""Don't worry about it,”" Mr. Kerpen cooed, soothingly. ""If I can be
fine about it, so can you."

Ms. Capobianco's friend Traci Raichbach threw her arms around
him. "I have a perfect Jewish girl for you," she said into his ear. "If
I wasn't married myself, I'd be all over you."

After the show, Mr. Kerpen stood at the front of the club, resolving
to stay as long as the last of his guests and fans remained. "I will
never again be a contestant on a reality show," he pronounced.
Then, a smile spread across his face. ""If I were asked to host, it
might be a different story."
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