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	Canisius and UB graduate breaks into the business as an ABC love interest
Avoiding temptation isn't an act 

6/30/2004 
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By ALAN PERGAMENT 

If I had to pick the summer's most despicable show, it would have to be ABC's "The Ultimate Love Test" (10 tonight, Channel 7). 

This "Temptation Island" clone is a painful exercise in which four couples (now down to three) seek a $100,000 prize by testing their relationship when one member of the couple goes to beautiful Cabo San Lucas in Mexico to be wooed by a member of the opposite sex. 
The voyeuristic appeal for viewers is watching the jealous ones back home suffer as their lovers cavort with people who threaten their long-term relationship. Normally, I'd ignore this repugnant show. 

But I can't because one of the so-called relationship "spoilers" is a handsome, athletic former Western New Yorker, Roy Vongtama. To be honest, I've come to dread the days that the networks list the hometowns of reality relationship shows because if a Western New Yorker is on the list, I'm sentenced to watching them. 

Not entire shows, mind you. I've taped "Ultimate Love Test" to zero in on Vongtama's attempts to persuade beautiful, 24-year-old Amber that the volatile man back home in Vermont, Diego, isn't the one for her. 

Clearly, the 30-year-old Vongtama (the name is Thai) is quite a catch. The 1992 graduate of Canisius High School is the perfect spoiler, an ambitious and adventurous man who is a doctor and an actor in Los Angeles. At least a college friend who is one of the show's producers, Greg Goldman, thought Vongtama was perfect for the show. He told Vongtama so, which led to his appearance on the show. 

"At first, I wasn't going to do it," said Vongtama in a telephone interview. "Being an actor I thought I should probably not do reality TV. But I have always been concerned what people thought about me a little bit too much, I think. And I wanted to test myself to see if I really cared about what people thought about me and just be who I was on TV. And this was the ultimate way to do it." 

He said his upbringing in Buffalo helped. 

"I'm proud of being a Buffalonian," said Vongtama. "Coming from a place like Buffalo where people are pretty humble, it helps always to remember where you are from. Especially being Asian in a town where it is basically all white where I grew up, you have to really be confident of who you are or else you'll get trampled." 

But before he would agree to appear, Vongtama wanted to see who he would be meeting. 

"I didn't agree to be on the show until I saw Amber's tape," he said. "She is absolutely beautiful." 

No argument here. But didn't he have some pause about being in such a cruel show? 

"I agree 100 percent," said Vongtama. "It is definitely cruel, but those people wouldn't be there if they didn't have to learn something about their relationship. They wouldn't be thinking that money could solve their problems. I don't feel guilty for being on it. They chose to be there, and if it was that traumatic for them and that cruel, they have the option to leave at any time. And people do leave." 

He had a lot of fun designing his all-expenses paid vacation, romancing Amber in numerous places, including on a luxury yacht. But it was not all fun. 

"The least fun part is probably seeing her suffer," said Vongtama. "She has to come to a conclusion. That wasn't fun to see, that wasn't fun to be around." 

He said he wasn't about to do and say some of the things the producers wanted. 

"There were a lot of times where there was a suggested line to make something more dramatic, and I only did what I felt I really wanted to do," said Vongtama. "So there is nothing on camera that I regret doing." 

Tonight's semifinal episode is expected to have some fireworks when Roy meets Diego. The show was filmed last fall, though Vongtama says viewers don't understand that. 

"They think it's real time," said Vongtama. "They are wondering if I'm OK. It is pretty funny. Reality is only reality in that moment. It's not reality anymore." 

Reality now for the graduate of the University at Buffalo Medical School is being in the final year of his chief residency in the oncology radiation department at UCLA and acting in several productions in the area. 

"I want to be both (an actor and a doctor)," said Vongtama, whose parents are both doctors. 

One wouldn't think there would be much time for romance, but Vongtama's philosophy is that you make time for things you love. And he is making up for some lost time. 

"I kind of feel like I was four years behind in my development because I went to an all-boys high school," said Vongtama. "Educationally, it was really great. But when I got to college (Penn), it was, "Whoa, I have to learn how to talk to girls.' " 

If this show is any guide, he's learned quite well. And he feels like he has passed his own ultimate test. 

"At first, I thought it might hurt my acting career," Vongtama said. "But my belief in myself became a lot stronger after the show. So I only think it could help it. It taught me you have to be true to myself and you really can't go wrong." 




