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			INTRODUCTION

			Fade In

			

			One summer evening, I was sitting in my bed watching Rear Window, a favorite movie of mine. I’ve seen it a million times, and each time I view it, the same thoughts occur to me: “God, Grace Kelly is so beautiful. She really is so perfect. Who would wear that dress to their boyfriend’s apartment to make dinner?” As I watched, I Googled pictures of Grace on my phone and looked at photos of her wedding to Prince Rainier. My then eleven-year-old daughter, Violet, came into the room with her laptop and plunked down next to me.

			“Mom, you have to watch this. It is so funny!” It was her current favorite YouTuber, Tyler Oakley. At that moment, he was the biggest star in her world, this guy filming himself in his basement (or his jail cell or whatever locale he’s in). And I said to my daughter in my best old Jewy tone, “This is a star?”

			The concept of celebrity and fame has changed enormously over time. Once it was Julius Caesar and Cleopatra. Now it’s some woman on Instagram who does nude yoga and has 3.5 million followers, a thirteen-year-old “Viner,” and a Korean rapper who posts videos that are viewed millions of times. So today who is a celebrity? And who gets to be a celebrity? Part of the answer to these questions seems to be “anyone with internet access.” But there’s more to it more than that.

			This is what I’m here to explore: what celebrity means, why we care so much, why I care so much, and why you probably do, too. I believe that if we more clearly understand celebrity, if we can get a handle on our relationship to celebrity, we can better understand ourselves. And while I’m not a scientist or a researcher, I happen to be uniquely qualified to write this book: I’ve been writing it my whole life.

			I’ve been enamored of celebrities for as long as I’ve been conscious of TV and movies and records and sports. And my definition of “celebrity” always has stretched pretty wide. The guy who played piano at the restaurant where our family used to have dinner when I was a kid? I got his autograph. (His name was Mack Leonard, and he signed the sheet music for his original song “Don’t Take Me Anyplace but Poughkeepsie.”) He was a celebrity to me. His autograph hung on my wall right next to a tiny, framed autograph from Today show film critic Gene Shalit, whose autograph I also got in one of my first forays into celebrity stalking. I had the autographs of my aunt Mattie’s neighbor Christina, who was the model in the Enjoli TV commercial that went “I can bring home the bacon, fry it up in a pan, and never let you forget you’re a man,” and of a woman, Linda, who rode horses at the stable I took lessons at. She was in a Secret deodorant commercial. And in 1976, when our local Carvel ice-cream store grandly reopened with appearances from some of the lesser cast members of the Broadway musical Grease, I brought my autograph book and procured Doody’s signature.

			So I know about celebrity.

			When I was young, I was convinced celebrities could save me. I was a middling (OK, below-average) student in school, not pretty or popular, occasionally teased. I was miserable. And it seemed to me that popularity and celebrity went together. The popular kids in my school were like our celebrities, because we all wanted to look at them and be around them, and even dress like them. So when Melissa Plechavicius started wearing a slim braid on the right side of her long, loose hair, we all followed her. When she switched to the left, so did we. Maybe if I knew a “real” celebrity, I remember thinking, people would emulate my ’do.

			In 2006, I saw a music video while at the gym. (Well, “music” might be pushing it—it was Paris Hilton singing.) In the video an adorable tweenage boy is being bullied in school and suffers the classic humiliation of having his fully loaded lunch tray flipped in the cafeteria by one of the school meanies. Demoralized, he comes home to his bedroom, which is plastered with pictures of his favorite “singer,” Paris Hilton. A moving van and Porsche pull up in front of the house next door, in a nice Risky Business–style suburban neighborhood. Out of the truck comes furniture that’s being moved in next door. And who comes out of the car? What? It’s PARIS HILTON? Gee, I wouldn’t think of her as living in suburbia, but there you have it. The bullied boy’s dog comes running out of his house and approaches Paris’s adorable little pup, and Paris smiles. “Cute dog,” she says to him, charmed by the idea that this young fan with boundary issues is her new next-door neighbor. Cut to the tweenage boy bringing the dazzling Ms. Hilton into the lunchroom with him. All the bullies are stunned, their jaws drop, and it isn’t long before the main bully’s own lunch tray is flipped exactly the way our hero’s was earlier in the video. The young boy is a victor. With her amazing superpower—celebrity—Paris has turned a loser into a winner and saved the day.

			And scene.

			I have to admit I watched the video every time it came on, despite having to listen to her sing. I was fascinated by its message even as I mocked it. Not because of Paris Hilton, whose celebrity status is questionable at best. We no longer seem to require that people’s fame be attached to anything other than renown. (Cough, Kardashians, cough.)

			But the video’s message struck a chord with me. I, too, had been a dorky kid who fantasized about bringing a movie star to school. In my case it was Blue Lagoon heartthrob Christopher Atkins. For those of you who don’t remember, The Blue Lagoon was a very big summer movie in 1980, when I was thirteen. It stars Brooke Shields and Christopher Atkins as blond, supertan, quasi-incestuous cousins. It takes place on a tropical island in the South Pacific, and the actors wear very little clothing. It’s fabulous. My friends and I loved it—we loved Brooke and really loved Chris. (That I call him Chris is one of the effects of his being a celebrity: people you’ve never met and probably never will meet call you by your first name, or nickname, in casual conversation with readers you also will probably never meet.)

			It just so happened that Chris was the nephew of close friends of my parents’. My mother had even gone to a prescreening of the movie with her friend Patty. Christopher Atkins was there and signed a poster for me while I was in school, failing math, cutting bangs to cover my forehead zits, running last in gym on the track behind the girl with crutches, and generally mastering the arts of unpopularity and awkwardness. It was the end of eighth grade, and the school was going to be throwing a dance in the cafeteria. That was when I had my genius idea. Christopher Atkins would be my date to the dance! Just like the kid in the Paris Hilton video, I would walk into the cafeteria on his arm, his white teeth and perfect blond hair almost as stunning as my Lanz of Salzburg white eyelet dress and Stridex-ad complexion, and suddenly my life would change. I’d be . . . a STAH! No more looking around the cafeteria for a seat—someone would be holding it for me and would have brought in my lunch from the 21 Club like Grace Kelly did for Jimmy Stewart in Rear Window.

			I obsessed about it for weeks, and probably even shared the exciting news with a few of my closest friends. Then I was told that he was overseas promoting The Blue Lagoon, by that time a big hit, and would not be able to come to my dance in the cafeteria. I wasn’t heartbroken, though. I just thought it would give me time to set it up better for the following year, because the ninth-grade dance was at the Holiday Inn in Mount Kisco! So much more elegant than our cafeteria.

			Chris didn’t take me to that one, either, but by then I’d moved on to more hard-core celebrity crushes. Angsty Timothy Hutton, bad boy Sean Penn, Kevin Bacon, Mel Gibson in The Road Warrior, Tom Cruise. And I didn’t just plaster my room with their posters; I traveled into Manhattan alone in a blizzard on a Sunday afternoon to see Sean Penn and Kevin Bacon in an off-Broadway play (one row and one degree from Mr. Bacon).

			At that point in my life most of my knowledge of celebrities came from teen magazines (Tiger Beat, Teen Beat, Seventeen) and People magazine, and the occasional Entertainment Tonight segment. When I loved Richard Gere in An Officer and a Gentleman, I went to my local candy store and bought a copy of Jet magazine with Louis Gossett Jr. on the cover. I was desperate for any information and pictures to put on my wall, and those were my resources. Can you imagine that today? It’s like I grew up in the Sahara of celebrity news and am now living under Niagara Falls. Today all of us have unlimited access to every famous—or infamous—person’s life. There was no internet then with a billion gossip sites, no TV channels devoted to twenty-four-hour breaking celebrity stories, no Behind the Music, no actresses tweeting stills from their self-produced sex tapes. Today it’s gotten to a point of near madness. In 2015 Alec Baldwin came out fists swinging and said the paparazzi, those photographers who captured the images we so eagerly devour, were endangering his family. He said that paparazzi can “make life miserable for my neighbors,” and there’s nothing that authorities can do about it. Photographers “provoke me, daily, by getting dangerously close to me with their cameras as weapons, hoping I will react,” Baldwin wrote. “When I do, the weapon doubles as a device to record my reaction.” He goes on to offer a theory of why Americans are so interested in celebrities:

			“This country’s obsession with the private lives of famous people is tragic. It’s tragic in the sense that it is so clearly a projection of people’s frustration about their government, their economy, their own spiritual bankruptcy. You have no voice in Washington. In Washington, or in any statehouse, no one actually cares what you think. So you post online, you vote with a Romanesque thumbs up or down on the celebrity debacle of the day. That is your right. It’s also fatal misdirection of your voice and need to judge. Occupy Wall Street, on their worst day, had more integrity than the comments page of [a] website ever will.”

			OK, I understand what Baldwin is saying. But what about the Instagram feed of his wife, Hilaria? Selfie after selfie of her doing bizarre yoga poses with her babies for all the world to see (or at least her 205,000 followers). No one was clamoring for that. Celebrity is a choice you can’t have both ways.

			In the end, Baldwin says he may have to leave acting altogether. “If quitting the television business, the movie business, the theatre, any component of entertainment, is necessary in order to bring safety and peace to my family, then that is an easy decision.” So far that doesn’t seem to have happened: As I write this, the website IMDb lists at least ten movie and television projects that Baldwin is involved in, including producing a TV reboot of Match Game, which may be one of the most celebrity-focused game shows of all time.

			So it’s clear that famous people aren’t all thrilled with this new world of celebrity.

			I know my mother’s generation had a very different retrieval system for their celebrity gossip. They read newspapers to learn about their favorite sports stars and bought “movie” magazines with carefully orchestrated features about the biggest celebrities, with all the information coming from studio publicists. And it wasn’t just the articles about the stars; their lives were controlled as well. Though Katharine Hepburn carried on a famous love affair with the married Spencer Tracy, that was kept out of the news.

			Today’s stars, whether they’re actors or athletes or politicians, are in charge of their own lives. They can do what they want. And so we think we know them better when we see them behaving “just like us.” They squeeze their own mangoes in the grocery store, they push their own kids on the swings at the park, they drink the same grande soy macchiatos with one pump of hazelnut that we do. OMG! JUST LIKE US!!!

			We watch Julia Louis-Dreyfus talk shopping to Jerry Seinfeld’s wife and maybe think, “I shop online! I know what that’s like!” Or Chris Rock talking to David Letterman about the Mets, and you also complain about the Mets. Or Tom Cruise is acting nutty on Oprah, and you think, “Gee, I’ve jumped on a couch.” (OK, maybe not that.) But somehow these snapshots make us feel that we know these famous people, that we understand what their lives are like, even a little bit, and that their lives are not so different from the non-celebrity ones we live.

			Except when I buy a mango or a cup of coffee, or my kid has a temper tantrum in the middle of Amsterdam Avenue, there isn’t a herd of photographers snapping away. I’m not trying to look normal and as if no one’s watching me. I am normal and no one is watching me. It rarely makes the nightly news when I leave my home without makeup or buy my kid an ice cream before dinner or dare to wear a bathing suit when I’ve clearly gained five pounds. And when I broke up with my husband, I was able to deal with it privately, as opposed to the lovely Jennifer Garner, who needed to address her breakup with Ben Affleck in Vanity Fair, and Ben Affleck, who needed to respond to her Vanity Fair interview in a New York Times article.

			Imagine that for a minute. You and your partner—one or both of you famous the world over—break up, which, no matter who you are, is extraordinarily painful. Not only must you deal with your pain, and possibly your children’s pain, but also people who don’t know you and have never met you feel comfortable writing about it and you and speculating about the causes, your personality flaws, and the answers to problems that are no one’s but yours. Editors at magazines or websites find a picture of you taken in the middle of a sneeze and say it was you bursting into tears at the sight of your beloved and his paramour and publish it or post it on their sites.

			That’s when I find myself in long conversations with strangers about Jen’s bravery and Ben’s cad-ery. And I know I’m one of millions.

			I was in line at the grocery store in March 2016 and Jennifer Garner’s Vanity Fair cover story was on the stands, and the woman behind me said, “Of course it was his fault! That’s just what he did to JLo.” I nodded so as not to seem rude, but I don’t actually remember what broke up Bennifer; I just remember I wasn’t that interested in them. I watched them be interviewed together on a television special or something, and I remember thinking they had no chemistry—that they were unconvincing and unreal and not suited for each other. (Just because I wasn’t interested in them does not mean I don’t have an opinion about them or can’t pass judgment on them. That’s one of the great advantages of having celebrities: They’re so well-known you can tell everyone what you think of them, and not only do people not judge you for that, but they have an opinion on them, too!)

			I don’t think any of us really knows how it would feel to live under the microscope like that—to have people who don’t know you love you or hate you or worship you or blame you. That must be extremely difficult to handle.

			What might it feel like to be famous? It depends. But one constant seems to be that normal people get indignant and insolent about the behavior of a celebrity when it doesn’t coincide with their expectations. In 2016 Amy Schumer declared she wouldn’t allow any more fan photos when a guy demanded one, saying, “It’s America and we paid for you.” Some people act like it’s their right to interact with a famous person; it’s like how a taxpayer feels about the police, or a British person feels about Queen Elizabeth. “If you didn’t want photographers shoving their cameras in your faces, why did you choose to be an actor/athlete/politician/queen?” people ask. Well, one answer to that question is that most celebrities didn’t know what it would be like either. They followed their dreams, and after a lot of hard work and a bit of luck, they achieved them. But they didn’t realize that the ceaseless laser beam of celebrity would be one of the consequences of that success, acclaim, and popularity. They didn’t know how little control they would have over their own lives once they realized their dream.

			When a person wants to become, say, an actor, she prepares. She takes a monologue workshop and scene-study, improvisation, Shakespeare, movement, and voice classes. She does Pilates to keep her body looking good and gets an expensive haircut. She learns how to perform on a stage and in front of a camera. She goes on auditions, watches other actors perform, and lives and breathes acting. This is how she prepares for her career. The one class no school offers, however, is how to prepare yourself for when you’re on the cover of Star magazine with a black bar across your eyes and under the headline “GUESS WHO THE WORST BIKINI BODY BELONGS TO?”

			My friend Isabel Gillies, a writer and actress, has given me a glimpse into this world. She played Kathy Stabler, the wife of Elliot Stabler, who was played by Christopher Meloni on Law and Order: Special Victims Unit.

			“I’m not famous famous, but I was on Law and Order: SVU for twelve years,” she says. “I get recognized for that a lot. Sometimes when someone recognizes me, they look mad. I think it’s because they know they’ve seen me somewhere before, but they’re not sure. And because I’m insecure, their who-is-that face reads to me as mad. Once I was in a sporting goods store, and someone working behind the cash register was giving me one of those faces. I started to panic, thinking I was in the wrong place or I had stolen something. Then someone else behind the counter figured out I was on Law and Order. Then everyone got happy, and we all had a thirty-second party and somebody took a selfie.”

			When my daughter was in kindergarten, my then husband and I switched her to another school about a month into the year. She and I were both nervous about the new people there. One day after I dropped her off, one of the mothers asked me to go out for coffee. As we sat in a diner near the school, I realized she was Caitlin Abramovitz, a Seventeen model I had worshipped when I was young. I knew her story from the magazine: She had been discovered roller skating in Central Park. Though she (and Isabel, who had also been a teen model in New York City) are still drop-dead gorgeous, Caitlin hasn’t modeled since she was a kid.

			I was clearly more caught up in this realization than she was. I asked her about it and absorbed all her stories about traveling to islands with the big teen models of the time, like Phoebe Cates and Lisanne Falk (who was an actress, too, and appeared in Heathers), who taught her how to shave her legs and walk.

			Both Caitlin and Isabel are smart, funny, confident, self-deprecating women. So I was surprised when Isabel admitted: “Modeling was a short-lived career for me, as I wasn’t great at it. But the first job I got was the cover of Seventeen magazine. Everyone, including me, was like, whoa. It gave me a little peek at what it would be like to be famous, because everyone in my age group read Seventeen. My agent put me in my place right away. One day I was sauntering around the office as if I were Paulina Porizkova, and he asked, ‘You having fun being the most famous person on your block this week?’”

			This was a fate I could only imagine: having your picture everywhere at the age when most girls are at the apex of their hideous awkwardness. Listening to Isabel made me realize there are all different types of fame and celebrity. There are people who are famous in their fields but who can’t get a reservation at Orso. (If you don’t know what Orso is, then you’re not plugged into the celebrity matrix. OK, I’ll tell you: It’s a restaurant in New York. And the actress Doris Roberts told me a story about how she could walk in there anytime and get a table while she was starring in Everybody Loves Raymond, but a couple of years after that, she walked in and they said they were all booked. She looked at her companion and said, “When you’re hot you’re hot, when you’re not, you’re not” and went elsewhere.)

			There are famous people who have extraordinary and specific talents, like professional athletes and musicians who play one instrument brilliantly. There are politicians, well-known for their thoughtful views on issues of national importance. And then there are people who are famous because of their unflinching desire to be famous (and you know who they are . . . our friend Paris Hilton).

			To paraphrase the famous quote, some people are born to fame (Prince George, Blue Ivy), some achieve fame (Meryl Streep, Colin Firth), and some have fame thrust upon them (those who survive a plane crash). How do all these different people deal with fame? Do they ever wish they could turn it off? When it goes away, are they sad?

			These are the questions I want answers to.

			I once heard a story on NPR about a neurobiologist at Duke University Medical Center. In 2005, Dr. Michael Platt led what I thought was a fascinating experiment with twelve adult male rhesus macaque monkeys. He gave the macaques some salty snacks, making them thirsty, then offered them a choice: their favorite drink (in this case cherry Juicy Juice) or the opportunity to look at pictures of their group’s dominant “celebrity” monkeys, the ones with the power and magnetism. All the monkeys chose the photos. The desire to look at this celebrity monkey was so strong that it supplanted thirst.

			But these macaques weren’t willing to give up the juice to look at pictures of subordinate monkeys, Platt found. In fact, they had to be bribed with extra juice to watch the rhesus B-list.

			And it turned out that the “celebrity” monkeys were just as interested in their fellow celebrity monkeys as the others were.

			If we are anything like these monkeys, our human desire for and attraction to fame seem hardwired in primates in surprising ways. (I’m convinced this explains why I saw a very famous actress at my hair salon reading Us Weekly, because NATURE!)

			So, my fellow B-list monkeys, I invite you to join me as I try to uncover the enduring magic of these earthly stars.

		

	
		
			ONE

			WHAT WE TALK ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT CELEBRITIES

			

			The 20th-century comedian Fred Allen says in his book Treadmill to Oblivion that “a celebrity is a person who works hard all his life to become known, then wears dark glasses to avoid being recognized.”

			Ta-Nehisi Coates, a wonderful writer whose book Between the World and Me exploded when it was published in 2015 and turned him into a literary celebrity, was devastated to see that when he bought a brownstone in Brooklyn, its address, the price he paid for it, and his move-in date were printed in the New York newspapers. “It is true what they say about celebrity—people suddenly don’t quite see you,” he wrote in the Atlantic. “You walk into a room and you are not a person, so much as symbol of whatever someone needs you to be.” The attention was so great, he announced, that he and his family wouldn’t move into the building after all.

			There are all kinds of fame. You can be famous in one realm while in another no one knows who you are. I have an astrophysicist friend who every so often blows a gasket because he met Dr. Hecklemeyer Doofenberger. The Dr. Hecklemeyer Doofenberger. It’s the same thing with writers. Famous writers (with the possible exceptions of Stephen King and James Patterson) are not necessarily household names. But that’s one of the cool aspects of celebrity: you don’t have to be Madonna; you don’t have to be famous to everyone to be famous.

			Since the dawn of the dinosaurs, celebrity has been a thing. OK, maybe not the dinosaurs (unless you count Stony Curtis from The Flintstones, which I do). In civilizations across the centuries, we would probably classify Queen Nefertiti, Cleopatra, those Russell Crowe–type gladiators, Julius Caesar, and Jesus as early celebrities. The rumors about Genghis Khan and Henry VIII and Marie Antoinette and Rasputin were as titillating to their kingdoms as the latest Kardashian nude selfie is to our world. When movies became popular early in the 20th century, we made international celebrities of performers like Mary Pickford, Charlie Chaplin, and Rudolph Valentino (swoon!). Our politicians have been famous for as long as there have been governments, and in our time some of them have gained celebrity status, such as when John Kennedy hung out with Marilyn Monroe. At the dawn of radio, professional athletes—including Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, and Joe Louis—who’d been known for their exploits on the playing fields or boxing rings only through newspapers assumed newfound notoriety. So did singers and musicians, from Bing Crosby to Elvis to Aretha Franklin to the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. When television started appearing in average Americans’ houses in the middle of the 1950s, performers like Lucille Ball, Milton Berle, and Jackie Gleason became household faces. And as the number of entertainment outlets grew—from TV to cable TV to premium channels to Netflix and Hulu to on-demand movies to billions of websites from all around the world, now anyone with an iPhone and a less-than-normal amount of shame can be famous.

			Which brings me to the moment when I start to explain this book to people.

			“So, what exactly is this book about?” Griffin Dunne asks.

			He is across the table from me at a café near his apartment in SoHo, one of New York City’s chicest—and most celebrity-filled—neighborhoods. He’s in his late 50s but could pass for twenty years younger, and is completely adorable in an Allman Brothers Eat a Peach T-shirt and baseball cap.

			Looking at this bona fide famous person, an actor/producer/director who actually knows Madonna—MADONNA—demands all my attention. His dad, Dominick Dunne, was in show business, too, and Griffin has lived around fame since he was in footy pajamas and a bathrobe. He understands it.

			“It’s about the nature of celebrity,” I say.

			He frowns and furrows his brow. I know that look. Timothy Hutton had it a few months before, as did pretty much everyone else I talked to about this book. Because they’re thinking: “What are you talking about, girl who wrote some books about dogs and friends and your mother, and how did I get roped into this conversation?”

			“Who else have you talked to?” Griffin asks, trying to see if perhaps my earlier research will make this clearer. This sort of suspicion or wariness from celebrities is something I’m getting accustomed to. They need to be careful about what they say on the record: They’re not like those of us who freely talk politics with strangers on the subway, whose words are not headlines. Celebrity is both a reward for a job well done and a weapon to destroy someone’s privacy, reputation, and chance at a normal life.

			“Timothy Hutton, Denis Leary, Michael Black, Adam Schweitzer, Julie Warner, Doris Roberts . . . ,” I begin, rattling off an impressive list.

			“And what did you tell them to get them to talk to you?”

			Oh my God. I want to run away with my giant New York City PS 87 tote bag filled with a pumpkin bread I baked for him, as well as signed copies of some of my books. Why did I bring these things with me? Because I’m not a journalist. David Frost didn’t bring Richard Nixon a Bundt cake when he interviewed him in 1977. No. Pumpkin loaves are for amateurs.

			“Well, uh, they talked to me because, um, I knew people who knew them.” I say. “Not Timothy Hutton, though. I know him.”

			“Oh, how do you know Tim?” Griffin asks, desperate to grasp at something to explain why he’s sitting here with me.

			“I, um, met him on Twitter,” I say.

			Griffin, I learn, is not on Twitter. He doesn’t understand how I got to “know” a great, Academy Award–winning actor through social media.

			“Blech, Twitter. I can’t wait for it to just go away,” he says.

			I try
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