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            Chapter 1

         
         Fame is my life. The life I knew I would have, the life I made sure to have. Was I prepared to be so successful? Of course
            I was. I always believed that what the future had in store for me wasn’t just an existence—it was a destiny.
         

         
         When people talk about fame, they think of glitz and glamour, money, devoted fans, prestige, everybody recognizing you. But
            they should also consider the constant feeling of superiority, the intoxicating wealth, the nonstop commentary, the vanity,
            the hypocrisy, the impunity. Fame is a hard drug—a ferocious monster. And I sought it out, fought tooth and nail in my pursuit
            of it.
         

         
         Extreme notoriety unleashed in me a beast, merciless and cruel. I might as well admit it: I got my hands dirty. At my level,
            everyone has skeletons in the closet. Anyone who claims otherwise is a liar. Fame is a war trophy, and no one is ever ready
            to give it up.
         

         
         At thirty-two, I’m on top of the pyramid, and I got there all by myself. I don’t believe in luck. I don’t believe in using
            connections. I don’t believe in the glass ceiling. I owe my success to hard work, talent, and meritocracy. If I’d been able
            to be honest the last time I won an award, I would have thanked only one person during my long speech at the ceremony: myself.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Three weeks on a desert island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. A place without running water or electricity, cut off from
            all contact with the outside world. That’s the kind of fantasy that fame can buy. When you already have everything, you have
            to put a little imagination into your summer vacation.
         

         
         Yesterday I spent ten hours on a private jet. We landed near Tahiti, or Fiji, or maybe it was Hawaii. I climbed on board a
            second plane, and then a seaplane. An hour later, there it was: an atoll, nearly lost within the immensity of the ocean.
         

         
          

         I’m walking in a postcard: ocean as far as the eye can see, white sand, a magnificent lagoon. Flocks of seabirds are resting
            on the rocks. The landscape is lush; it must rain often here—the cistern is full. Coconut palms, banana trees, orange trees:
            I won’t die of hunger. I look out toward the sea, trying to spot some other land, anything to anchor my eyes on. There’s nothing.
         

         
         My only shelter for the next three weeks is a charming little hut on the beach. It’s built on stilts, with a terrace that faces the ocean. The high, sloping wooden structure supports a roof covered with woven palm leaves. Inside is all one room, simply furnished with a twin bed, a dresser, a table, and two chairs. There is a large cupboard with groceries: rice, fruit, dried fish, root vegetables, canned goods, twenty-five gallons of mineral water. I open the drawers, finishing my inventory, then arrange my meager spoils on the floor: a portable stove, two canisters of gas, flippers, a scuba mask, a flashlight, a machete, a box of matches, mosquito netting, a water purifier, a fishing net, a globe, a first aid kit, a Bible. There’s nothing on the walls—no decorations whatsoever, no clock, no mirror. A bit rustic for a vacation that costs half a million dollars. But everyone knows that there’s an inverse correlation between the price of your trip and the strength of your Wi-Fi. What I’m paying for is being in the middle of nowhere, inaccessible to prying eyes, cell phones, the paparazzi—and my team’s incessant requests. This year I’m giving myself the best gift of all: for everyone to leave me the fuck alone. 

         
         I heard about this island for the first time six months ago. That evening I was making a highly anticipated appearance at
            the after-party for a music awards ceremony where I had, once again, won everything, and delivered all the acceptance speeches
            in a row. Trophy in hand, I had paid tribute to my fans four times, a tremolo in my voice and tears in my eyes. That’s the
            first thing you learn: crying on command. It’s the same act every time. You have to convey flushed excitement and a shy sense
            of triumph, explain that the only reason you make music is for your fans, give credit to all the people behind the scenes
            by listing a series of names that don’t mean anything to anyone.
         

         
         Natalie Holmes was hanging out by the bar at the after-party, champagne flute in hand. I hadn’t run into her for more than a year, and that year had been eventful for me: a breakup, a betrayal, a media frenzy, the triumphant release of my third album. Natalie Holmes and I used to have a handful of mutual friends, but those friends had become enemies, so I was ready to bet that she would pretend she hadn’t seen me, eyes cast down toward her Jimmy Choos. But I was wrong. She came up to me with a big smile. It’s funny how success can make people miraculously forget their ill will. My new assistant whispered into my ear the title of the latest film Natalie was in, the name of the director, the date it came out. I was willing to make conversation, but I needed a bit of material to go on. 

         
         Natalie began by congratulating me on my album (what an unoriginal conversation starter) and the four awards I had won that
            evening (another trite thing to say), then confided that she often thought about the discussions the two of us had had at
            John Cutler’s house in Los Angeles (discussions of which I had no recollection). Her dress was giving her noticeable underarm
            bulge; I love bustiers, but they aren’t flattering on everyone (what the fuck had her stylist been thinking?). I was clenching
            my jaw to keep from yawning, wishing I was anywhere other than here talking to an insipid actress. I was about to make a polite
            excuse and leave when the conversation took an unexpected turn. Natalie Holmes placed her hand on my wrist and started talking
            about her latest vacation.
         

         
         “It wasn’t exactly a vacation,” she murmured. “More of an experience.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I can’t say anything else, but I swear, it changed my life.”

         
         “Oh, really?”

         
         “You can’t even imagine. I wasn’t expecting it to be so intense. . . . I can give you the number if you want.”

         
         “Yeah, sure.”

         
         “But I can’t guarantee anything. It’s all done by word of mouth, and spots are extremely limited. I heard that Selena Gomez
            has been waiting for months to be able to go.”
         

         
         If Natalie Holmes was telling the truth, then all the Hollywood A-listers were going to this top secret, ultraexclusive spot. Needless to say, that’s exactly what made me want to go. No megayacht, no villa in the Bahamas, no Tuscan castle, just three weeks on a private island in the Pacific. “A Robinson Crusoe–style adventure,” “a spiritual retreat,” “an experience at the edge of the world,” “a place so remote, it’s as though nothing
            else exists.” I couldn’t exactly imagine Natalie Holmes spending a summer harpooning sans air-conditioning, but oh well. “It’s
            where Christopher Nolan had the idea for Interstellar. . . . Taylor Swift goes there once a year to recharge and find inspiration for new songs. . . . Apparently, the island belonged
            to F. Scott Fitzgerald; he might have even written the first few chapters of The Great Gatsby there.” I didn’t buy this last one—to the best of my knowledge, Fitzgerald was never that rich, and his tastes were more
            European—but Natalie Holmes knew how to convince me; he was my favorite writer. Starry-eyed, with a meaningful smile, she
            added:
         

         
         “The people who know about it call it ‘Masterpiece Island.’. . . I’m sure word will get out sometime, but for now it’s still
            unspoiled, so this is the time to go. It’s totally magical.”
         

         
         “Sounds like it.”

         
         I was feeling stung. Just the day before, I had run into Selena and Taylor; why hadn’t they said anything? And then why did
            Natalie Holmes—an actress without my personality or influence—know about it before me? Right before walking away, she made
            me promise not to say anything, as she’d signed an ironclad nondisclosure agreement. The location was top secret, there was
            no information about it anywhere on the internet, invitations were highly selective.
         

         
         Mystery breeds desire.

         
         On a whim one night, when I was feeling especially tired, I dialed the number Natalie had given me. I was in the middle of promoting my third album and had spent the whole day fielding requests from idiots, none of whom seemed to be able to follow my orders properly. Everyone around me was either incompetent or lazy, and the atmosphere was one of terror. They say music soothes the soul—what a joke. Speed and pressure make me unforgiving. Alone in a Las Vegas hotel room, I scrutinized myself in the mirror while waiting in vain for someone to pick up. I left a message after an enigmatic recording that quoted a Bible verse. 

         
          

         Fine sand, turquoise water, absolute peace. I swim for a long time, slowly—breaststroke, backstroke. I contemplate the ocean
            currents that could sweep me out to sea, the undertow near the barrier reef, the fish whose dorsal fins contain deadly venom.
            The thrill is part of the pleasure.
         

         
         After my swim, I untie my bathing suit under the outdoor shower, a Spartan fixture behind the hut. The rainwater is warm from
            the sun, and the soap lathers as it touches my skin; I let out a sigh of happiness. For once there are no paparazzi crouching
            behind rocks to try to snap photos of my breasts. I don’t even have to suck in my stomach.
         

         
         I spend the rest of my day building a sandcastle. Just like when I was a child at the beach on the Isle of Oléron, I pack
            down the wet sand, carve out a moat, and build up the walls of my fortress. I am calm and focused. Then I set off in search
            of shells to decorate the towers. It’s a useless, unplanned activity, something just for me—it’s such a joy to create something
            without trying to excel at it. Is it 2:00 p.m. or 5:00 p.m.? I have no idea. Automatically, my hand slides to my pocket to
            take out my phone and check. It will take me a few days to get rid of this reflex.
         

         
         The day before I left, a man in a white polo had rifled through my bag ceremoniously. There was no chance of bringing a phone, computer, camera, or any other electronic device. He even confiscated my watch. The whole point was to disconnect. Be unreachable. Go off the grid completely. No calls from my assistant, no social media, no obligations. Nothing but silence and serenity. 

         
         The only exception to my self-imposed isolation: a black satellite phone with an antenna, stowed in the cupboard, next to
            the first aid kit. I bet some celebrities sign up for this crazy experience and then break down after forty-eight hours, use
            this very phone to make a call to the outside world. Many of them probably ask to leave early, terrorized by a nasty spider
            or bored to death. I’m sure that these three weeks won’t be easy. Solitude is a different kind of hell.
         

         
         But for the moment, I’m in paradise. For several months now, what I’ve been pining for is not another prize but a break. My
            team has noticed that I’ve become irritable and impatient, that I’m always in a bad mood. They don’t understand what my life
            is like. No one can. The only way I can come close to describing it is that I’m in a washing machine, and the cycle has been
            going on for seven years.
         

         
         I will never admit it publicly, but I’m exhausted. I was prepared for all the wars I had to fight to become famous, but I
            didn’t know that they were never going to end. I have to fight just as hard to stay at the top as I did to get here in the
            first place.
         

         
          

         It is my first evening on the island, and the sun is setting over the ocean. My suitcase is open at the foot of my bed, and the fire that I lit with some deadwood crackles on the beach. Guitar on my knees and notebook within reach, I sound out the first words of a verse. This retreat in paradise will definitely provide me with the material for my fourth album—I’ve isolated myself on an island, not taken a vow of silence. At nightfall, the sea gives way to the sky, and I see thousands of constellations whose shapes I don’t recognize. I’m somewhere in the Southern Hemisphere. 

         
         The flames cast saw-toothed shadows on the sand. Shivering, I give the globe I found in the hut a light spin. It’s from the
            second half of the twentieth century; there are nations on it that no longer exist and acronyms from another time, while some
            present-day borders are missing. I run my finger along the latitudinal and longitudinal lines, trying to figure out where
            I am. In all likelihood, the island isn’t even on it. I’m just one small dot in the immense Pacific, but where? Outlines of
            countries appear before my eyes. The nearest continental coast is probably more than two thousand miles from here, somewhere
            in South America or Oceania.
         

         
         What am I doing here? For that matter, how did I even get here? My head is swimming. To calm myself, I stroke the scars on
            my thighs, my head, my hands, my arms, my ankles—scars that trace the journey I’ve taken in my life so far, the milestones
            on the road to glory.
         

         
          

         There’s a price to pay for fame, and it has to be paid every day.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
Faith

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         My name is Cléo Louvent Johnson. My mother is a French statistician, my father an American Egyptologist; I can toggle seamlessly
            between French and English, feel equally at home with hieroglyphs and numbers. I grew up in an apartment filled with books
            in a quiet corner of Paris’s fourteenth arrondissement. My father, who tenderly nicknamed me Cleopatra, pinned up my drawings
            of sphinxes and pyramids in our kitchen. On Saturdays my mother would take me to visit the neighborhood library; on the way
            back, we would stop to stay hello to the ash-gray herons in Parc Montsouris.
         

         
         My favorite books were the ones that my father would liven up with his own commentary. As an Egyptologist who was passionate
            about all of antiquity and its lore, he would tell me about the misfortunes of Isis and Osiris and their battle against Seth,
            but also about Odysseus’s wayward journey home and the childish antics of the Olympians; I drank in his words as he narrated
            the exploits of Ramesses II, Pericles, or Alexander the Great. Each story we read was merely the pretext for a detour through
            history’s tallest tales, which teemed with characters on extraordinary quests and fantastical creatures.
         

         
         One night, when I was four, my father was tucking me in after one such story and was about to turn off the light when he sensed that I was preoccupied with something. He asked several times what was on my mind, and finally, I confided in him: “Dad, I would like to be as famous as Céline Dion.” 

         
         I don’t have any memory of it, but for a long time, my parents loved to remind me of this story, which they found very funny.
            I can imagine a sort of tenderness mixed with surprise: Where on earth did she come up with that?

         
         My parents lived in a bubble of academic research, publications, conferences. They had no idea who popular celebrities were—they
            would be incapable of recognizing even those from their own youth if they saw them on the street. Red carpets, power couples,
            Hollywood, private jets, tabloids: All of that belonged to another exotic world, one in which they had no desire to spend
            their vacations.
         

         
         When they dropped me off at school, my parents seemed older than other parents. My mother had explained to me that her pregnancy
            hadn’t lasted nine months; it had lasted nine years. I was their only child. Their struggle with infertility wasn’t a secret;
            my Wikipedia page says that I was conceived via in vitro fertilization. For some reason, this fact adds to the mythos of my
            birth: Did science have to intervene for such an exceptional person to be created?
         

         
         I was a well-behaved, solitary girl with short hair who would slip plane-tree leaves into the pockets of her coat to make
            into salad for her dolls. My parents would hear me talking to myself in my room and noticed that I always kept the door closed
            when playing.
         

         
         They never suspected that their darling child was spending her afternoons filling up notebook after notebook with different variations of her own autograph in an attempt to find one that looked starworthy. At seven years old, I practiced doing signings as fast as possible. The next year, I did my first interviews. The questions came to me naturally, and I answered them methodically, in both French and English. At my feet, several stuffed animals—a hedgehog, a whale, a ladybug, a squirrel—listened attentively. My world-class menagerie formed a captive audience, the best I could have dreamed of. 

         
         I also sang along with my favorite pop stars, whose music I played on the CD player that sat on the floor next to my desk.
            I learned all the lyrics by heart, sitting cross-legged on my light-blue rug and studying the jewel case booklets. Later,
            as a teenager, I would graduate to lyrics websites, spending hours online captivated by their repertoires of thousands of
            songs.
         

         
          

         So many times I’ve explained to journalists how I got here. So many times I’ve told my story in interviews. So many times
            I’ve played this dangerous game without understanding its seriousness.
         

         
         I’ve lightly fictionalized my life, embellishing my answers to make me seem better, more impressive. I’ve cut out of my story
            any part of my past that doesn’t cast me in the right light, and little by little, I’ve started to forget about those parts
            altogether. I’ve fabricated a new version of myself with false memories. In search of juicy details and poignant anecdotes,
            I’ve dug into other people’s pasts and borrowed from novels and films, to the point where I’m no longer sure which are my
            own.
         

         
         Memories are fragile. You only have to tell a story three or four times before the past begins to reshape itself. Carefully,
            you change the lighting, you erase certain details, you dial up the drama to get the audience hooked. You transform the past
            into a story, and over the course of many retellings, the original memory is ruined. There are stories that I’ve told so many
            times that I no longer know if they’re true or false.
         

         
         There were plenty of early indicators of my future success: the precocious interviews with my stuffed animals, my exceptional mezzo-soprano voice, my fascination with song lyrics, my perfect pitch, my gift for the piano, my guitar teacher’s words of encouragement, the ease with which I learned to read music, my advanced grasp of music theory, my passion for choir. But it’s a whole lot simpler to follow the path in reverse. 

         
         I started music lessons when I was seven, but that doesn’t really mean anything. Where I come from, all good students take
            music lessons after school. My parents weren’t trying to make me famous by getting me to learn an instrument—we weren’t in
            Los Angeles. Music was a bourgeois reflex, not a way of encouraging me to become an international pop star.
         

         
          

         My desire for fame didn’t come from my family; it came from my own flaws. My whole life, I’ve sought out the admiration of
            millions of strangers, forced anyone who’s ever crossed my path to respect me. I have only one goal: for all of them—the baker,
            the pharmacist, my kindergarten teacher, the neighbor on the fourth floor—to recognize my superiority.
         

         
         People often talk about the mental health problems that celebrities have. How many of them become alcoholics, suffer from
            other forms of addiction, fall into a depression, commit suicide? Fame makes you crazy—and you have to be crazy to chase fame.
            The ones who hear the siren call of being a public figure are the narcissists, the sociopaths, the degenerates. Well-adjusted
            people don’t need to feed on love to such an extreme.
         

         
         I think back to the little four-year-old girl confiding in her father about how she was sad not to be famous. In that thirst
            for admiration, compliments, and applause was a degree of need that had long surpassed the norm.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         “When I met Cléo Louvent for the first time, I knew right away that she was going to be famous one day.” In articles about
            me, there’s always a quote like this from some former teacher or classmate claiming that my potential was obvious to everyone.
            But in reality, no one would have thought I’d be anything special. I was a regular kid, shy, not particularly pretty.
         

         
         My first report cards were excellent, but they always included encouragements for me to speak up more in class. I hid behind
            my good grades, which I owed to my anxious perfectionism. As soon as I made a mistake in my notebook, I would tear out the
            page and start over again.
         

         
         At eight years old, I skipped a grade and found myself sitting next to the beautiful Juliette Marchand. My new best friend
            was completely the opposite of me: popular, chatty, loud. I was impressed by how at ease she seemed. My mother thought Juliette
            had an unfortunate tendency to show off; my father disliked people who had big personalities or who sought the spotlight.
            If I had behaved like Juliette at home, they would have reprimanded me curtly: Stop trying to be the center of attention.

         
         Juliette divided her affections among Lydia, Clémentine, and me. We were her royal entourage, and at every recess, I feared no longer being the favorite. When Juliette held forth about the importance of kissing a boy before middle school, I would stand behind her and nod my agreement. She started calling me Cléou, changing the pronunciation of my name from “Clay-oh” to “Clay-ooh”; I hated it, but once again said nothing. 

         
         A couple of years into our friendship, one Monday in October, Juliette decided to organize a fashion show with several girls
            from our class. It would take place at her house on Sunday, in front of an audience of her parents and their friends. We spent
            the whole week talking about it in the courtyard. At ten years old, I was sure nothing was more important.
         

         
         The day arrived and my father dropped me off at Juliette’s, my backpack stuffed with all my nicest clothes. To secure my place
            in the show, I’d told everyone that I had a pair of bell-bottoms; once I arrived, I pretended I’d forgotten them at home.
            In the bathroom, I caught Lydia saying that I was a dirty little liar and that there never were any bell-bottoms. Clémentine
            agreed with her and added that I had a deep voice, like a boy’s, and hairy thighs. Juliette defended me firmly: The queen
            always protected her favorites and reinstated peace. I choked back my tears on the other side of the door.
         

         
         Juliette orchestrated the whole event, chose the order in which we appeared, started the music. In her bedroom, which served
            as our dressing room, we changed quickly; we were each given four turns to walk the runway. She went first, wearing a flounced
            skirt and an orange tank top, her blond hair hanging loose down her back. Half an hour later, when she closed the show wearing
            a midnight-blue dress with spaghetti straps, I was so jealous, I couldn’t breathe. Juliette walked confidently to the sound
            of the audience’s applause, spun around, winked at the captivated adults. The next day at recess, I stole her snack and spat
            in her schoolbag.
         

         
         To become famous, you have to accumulate a sufficient amount of resentment, boil with frustration for months, stew for decades. The years I spent in the shadow of my best friend gave me the endurance I needed for the later years in the spotlight. It’s not by chance that I decided to dye my hair blond, like Juliette’s, right as I was beginning to become famous. I was ready for revenge, and not just the hair-related kind. 

         
         At night, in my bed, I resented my parents for giving me such a short and ridiculous name. Why Cléo? I would have preferred
            to be called Juliette, or Mathilde, or Émeline, or Éléonore. A girly name—elegant, significant (at least three syllables).
            I was jealous and petty and hoped that no one would come to Juliette’s birthday party. Or better yet, that she would tell
            me that her mother was dead. And then I imagined my retribution; I could almost taste it. Once I reached the top, I wouldn’t
            show any mercy to those who had underestimated me. I’d no longer be satisfied with spitting in their bags; instead, I would
            spit in their faces, reduce them to ashes.
         

         
         I wish my parents had explained this to me earlier: The children who get all the attention don’t usually end up with the most
            dazzling adult lives, the closest-knit families, the most impressive careers. The elementary-school star never becomes the
            global superstar. By now I’ve observed it dozens of times. Fame isn’t a victory. It’s vengeance.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         I still have very clear memories from the summer when I was fourteen: riding my bike through the pines with my cousins, picnics
            on the beach, a roller-skating race. I accompanied my aunt when she went to buy oysters at the market, I took sailing lessons,
            I plucked my eyebrows in secret. My diary was hidden in my underwear drawer; I suspected that my cousin Violette read it when
            I was in the shower and that she took sadistic pleasure in quoting from it during our conversations. I’d look at her suspiciously,
            and she would gloat. Or, at least, that’s what I thought she was doing.
         

         
         My mother’s sister had a vacation home on the Isle of Oléron, off the west coast of France, and I had always spent part of
            my summers there. The rest of the time, I’d stay with my grandparents in Aix-en-Provence, or camp in Auvergne with my cousins
            and uncle, or even fly to Boston to visit my father’s side of the family. That summer my father joined us in Oléron for a
            week. One afternoon, when he was watching the Olympics on TV, I grew curious and settled down next to him on the couch.
         

         
         As I stared at the screen, I was seized by a burning realization, almost violent in its intensity: I hated team sports. Handball,
            volleyball, basketball—the idea of having to rely on someone else for victory seemed insane. Wouldn’t you want to burn your
            teammate alive if they performed badly?
         

         
         Swimming seemed to be a much more reasonable endeavor (with the exception of relays, obviously). The day before, a seventeen-year-old French girl had surprised everyone by winning the four-hundred-meter freestyle. Our new national star was only three years older than me, and that morning she had been all over the front pages of the newspapers. Fascinated, I learned from her interviews about all her years of sacrifice—waking up at dawn, swimming sixteen kilometers a day, the chlorine smell that clung to her skin to the point of nausea, the relentless work it took to get one-hundredth of a second faster. It all made sense: her strength of character, her tolerance for pain, her need to win. In this I recognized the jagged contours of my own ambition. 

         
         I too had something to prove. I too was determined to do ten times more than other people. I too was ready to fight. I too
            was a perfectionist with a tremendous work ethic. I too wanted to live in a world where the best person won. It wasn’t for
            nothing that I was always first in my class, had never ceded my rank to anyone else; I was also the most gifted music student,
            the best in my piano lessons, my guitar lessons, my singing lessons. If the goal were ten, I’d achieve a hundred. An overachiever,
            my father said. Outperform or bust.
         

         
         And yet I couldn’t explain this eccentricity of mine. Why was I dying to be famous? Was it so that I could feel special, powerful, loved? Of course I felt different from other people—out of sync, misunderstood—but wasn’t that one of the most universal feelings people had as they were growing up? So how else could I interpret this rage? Hadn’t my parents given me enough attention? Or could it be the opposite, the result of them projecting their ambitions onto a long-awaited and pampered only child? Was my thirst for fame the consequence of an innate personality trait? Or something I’d experienced? An inheritance? Harassment? Neglect? I didn’t know. I had no cause to attribute it to, nothing psychological, familial, sociological, astrological, mystical, existential. I couldn’t explain it, and yet I was burning up inside. I had grown up in a nice residential neighborhood in Paris; I was born to be a poodle, but instead I was a pit bull. 

         
         “Swimming is a dog-eat-dog kind of sport,” my father declared, fittingly, as the starting beep sounded for the hundred-meter
            backstroke.
         

         
         A minute later, the French girl won her second gold medal.

         
         “Dad, do you think she knew she was going to win?”

         
         “Of course. You have to dream big to be big.”

         
          

         In September of that year, I decorated my bedroom walls with pictures of my new idols: female swimmers, boxers, fencers, a
            tribe of determined and disciplined women who resembled me in some way. Céline Dion didn’t make the cut for a role model,
            and anyway, Juliette thought she was cringey. I still wanted to become a singer, but I didn’t relate to my favorite artists.
            Creatives were more likely to lead dissolute lives of passion and inspiration, whereas I wanted to be a star because I wanted
            to be a machine. My body would be part of my rise to the top.
         

         
         In addition to my music lessons, I signed up for tennis with Juliette and for dance classes. I learned to love movement, rehearsal,
            performance. At night I would do abdominal exercises; in the morning, I’d get on the scale. I weighed all my food scrupulously,
            counted calories and grams of protein. Every week I added my weight to a line graph. Whenever I gained half a kilogram, I’d
            run until I collapsed.
         

         
          

         Even top athletes need to rest, so on Friday nights, I allowed myself to play games on my computer. My favorite was The Sims.
         

         
         Charlotte, my new avatar, played guitar and piano. She had a social life, a fiancé, and a Dalmatian. One day her house was
            burgled. Later that evening, she repaired a leak in her bathroom. To develop more charisma, Charlotte spent hours talking
            to herself in the mirror. I also made her go to the gym, improved her diet, and gave her frequent makeovers. I wasn’t just
            forging ahead blindly for free, for the fun of it. I had a goal in mind: make her a star. If she wanted to have any hope of
            getting there, she had to make friends with other famous people and remain in a good mood at all times.
         

         
         Charlotte worked hard, running from auditions to concerts to photo shoots. I could have chosen another career for her: Her
            friends included an acrobat, a bank robber, a dog trainer, a secret agent, and a fighter pilot. But I wouldn’t be satisfied
            until Charlotte was finally famous. I wanted a limousine to come to her house to pick her up, for strangers to ask for her
            autograph in town. Only once that happened would I buy her a more comfortable bed, masterpieces to hang on her walls, a shower
            with brand-new silicone caulk, a stove with all the latest features.
         

         
         As long as I remained first in my class, my parents didn’t prevent me from spending so much time on the computer, but that’s
            not to say they approved of it. “Wouldn’t you rather read a book?”
         

         
         The game lasted several weeks. Despite all my efforts, my Sim didn’t become famous. Failure wasn’t an option. It would never
            be an option. I led her into the garden and built four walls around her. She would die like a medieval recluse: walled up
            alive.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Juliette had been in the bathroom arguing with her boyfriend for an hour. That night we were celebrating my birthday in her
            father’s apartment on rue Princesse. Everyone in our high school knew that my best friend threw the best parties. Earlier
            that day, we had made a chocolate cake and asked her older brother to buy us some alcohol.
         

         
         While Juliette was dealing with her romantic problems, I was talking to Nathan, a friend of her brother’s who went to the
            prestigious high school Henri-IV. He was shy and blushed easily; this was the first time we’d exchanged more than three sentences.
         

         
         “‘Nathan’ is short for ‘Nathanaël,’ which means ‘God’s gift’ in Hebrew,” he informed me. “Do you know where your name comes
            from?”
         

         
         No one had ever used etymology as a pickup line on me before—clearly, we were in Saint-Germain-des-Prés. While he was talking,
            I was smiling to myself, because Nathan made me think of a stork. He had long, thin legs and a tiny little head.
         

         
         “‘Cléo’ is a nod to Cleopatra.”

         
         “Oh yeah, your father is an Egyptologist, right?”

         
         “Yes, he wanted to name me Cleopatra, but my mother wouldn’t let him, so they agreed on Cléo. He calls me Cleopatra all the
            time, anyway.”
         

         
         “Cleopatra is a pretty name. It must mean something?”

         
         “Yes, I think it means ‘father’s pride,’ or, at least, that’s what my father always tells me. ‘Patros’ means ‘father’ in Greek.”
         

         
         “But then ‘Cléo’ must mean something too? Pride?”

         
         “I’ve never looked it up.”

         
         I took out my phone to Google it, but the reception was bad, so we continued chatting as the page loaded. Nathan refilled
            my drink, vodka with orange juice. At the same time, Juliette came out of the bathroom, her eyes red; passing by the door,
            I’d overheard insults and tears. How could she waste so much time on that guy? Didn’t she have anything better to do?
         

         
         In the living room, girls were dancing to the latest hit song. Their bodies were warm and unclothed, and whenever the chorus
            came on, everyone shouted the lyrics in unison. In my line of vision: discussions taking place in dark corners, dirty glasses
            piling up in the sink, crumbs on the herringbone parquet floor, Nathan’s gray eyes. When the answer to Nathan’s question finally
            appeared on my phone screen, I had to put my hand on his shoulder so that I didn’t fall over from disbelief. “Cléo” came from
            the Greek “kléos,” which meant “glory.” Renown. Fame.
         

         
         Clearly, my life was an adventure film: On the evening of her fifteenth birthday, the heroine discovers the secret of her
            origins. Your name means “fame” because your destiny is to become an international superstar. Here I had grown up hating my name, without recognizing that it contained a prophecy. This discovery made me realize, with
            all due modesty, that I had been chosen.
         

         
         For a long time, I had felt that I was different from other people, without being able to explain my strange intuition. That
            evening everything became clear. It was not just that I admired fame, or that I fantasized about it like any awkward teenager;
            it was that I was going to be famous. Holy shit, I was actually going to be famous.

         
         Fame wasn’t just a childhood dream; a glorious future awaited me. I visualized myself spinning the wheel of fortune and winning the jackpot, stepping up onto the top of the podium, collecting every award with a laurel wreath on my head. I had been born in the wrong place, in the wrong body, in the wrong life. And soon it would be up to me to set things right. 

         
         Without thinking, I seized Nathan’s face and kissed him. I finished my drink in one gulp and banged the empty cup on the table
            before taking Nathan by the hand and leading him to the bathroom. I locked the door, unzipped his fly, and slid his pants
            down his thighs before kneeling in front of him. I was going to become famous. There was no way I was going to remain passive;
            I wasn’t the good little girl who kept her mouth shut anymore. This time I would open it wide.
         

         
         I really wanted him to take care of me in return, but the douchebag didn’t lift a finger. What a doofus. Dipstick. Ding-dong.
            I finished him off and went back to dancing.
         

         
         I took my place in the middle of the dance floor in a halo of glory—the absolute monarch. Eyes closed, I swayed my hips and
            torso to the beat, the center of the universe; as I danced, magnetic and imperial, I could feel everyone looking at me. I
            was their queen bee.
         

         
         Without saying goodbye to anyone, I left the party. It wasn’t even midnight yet, and I hadn’t blown out my candles; they would continue to celebrate my arrival on this earth without me. Certainty. Certainty. Feeling. Joy. Peace. This was my Night of Fire, and how brilliant it was! Tipsiness had intensified my ecstasy; the icy wind was burning my face. I biked up boulevard Saint-Michel, pedaling through the night, standing up to climb the hill. I passed alongside the Luxembourg Garden and continued straight until the avenue de l’Observatoire, my heart fluttering with happiness. My birthday should be a national holiday. From my headphones came pure joy, the world-famous World Cup victory anthem “Samba de Janeiro”—no need to understand Portuguese to understand euphoria or the drumbeat that throbbed through my body. I ran a red light and then a second one, zigzagged among the cars around Place Denfert-Rochereau, closed my eyes, took one hand off the handlebars and then the other, lifted my arms so that I was flying like a bird. I ignored the cars honking at me. You don’t kill the main character at the beginning of a movie. Into the frozen night I shouted, louder and louder, the four premonitory letters that spelled out my destiny: C-L-É-O.
         

         
         When I got home, I spat onto the sidewalk the remainder of the semen that had lingered on my gums. My phone was ringing; Nathan
            was asking me where I’d gone. I wasn’t surprised. He was already in love with me. I didn’t respond to him. What was the point?
            We couldn’t be together—it would be too complicated once I was famous.
         

         
          

         The apartment was quiet and my parents were already in bed, but all the same, I had returned before my curfew. In the kitchen,
            I drank a glass of water and assembled a plate of food. The night was going to be long.
         

         
         At age fifteen, I had just received irrefutable proof that I would become famous. Now it was time to figure out how. I opened
            a notebook filled with graph paper and, half-drunk, launched into my first skills assessment. My writing was rushed, peppered
            with arrows, underlined words, sentences in all caps, numbered lists of ideas.
         

         
         
            	My precision, my perfectionism, my need to be the best, my disdain for laziness and platitudes: They all made sense. I would
               be an A-list celebrity, not some cheap starlet. I didn’t want to be merely a singer; I wanted to go down in history. Like Cleopatra herself, I was going to make a mark. Tutankhamun, Homer, Plato, Aristotle, Alexander the Great, Caesar, Charlemagne, Shakespeare, Napoléon . . . the list didn’t include many women, but I was ready to volunteer! 

            	I had a spectacular voice. Everyone knew it—I’d get compliments as soon as I opened my mouth to sing. And I wasn’t just another
               soprano with a smooth, high-pitched voice like a nightingale. My voice was deep, husky, gravelly; it was hoarse, complex,
               distinct—it would be easy for the public to recognize. Everyone was going to love me.
            

            	I had a keen interest in poetry, was an excellent student of literature, and was capable of writing songs in both French and
               English, which would ensure that I could make it big internationally. You can find a pretty voice anywhere, but I was worth
               more than that. I wouldn’t just sing other people’s songs; I would become famous by writing and singing my own.
            

            	Puberty is rarely a gift, but for me, it was a blessing. The features on my heart-shaped face were softening, my breasts were
               growing, and exercise was sculpting my body. The awkward little girl was turning into someone with the slender, sleek silhouette
               of a star. There was still work to be done: get a different haircut, find the right shade of lipstick, buy new clothes. But
               with all of that, I would be posterworthy, and close-ups of my face would be tacked onto bedroom walls all around the world.
            

         

         The proof was there; now what I needed to do was not procrastinate. My plan of action was to compose the song that would make me famous, starting right away. I searched for a melody quietly, murmuring so as not to wake my parents in the next room. As I tackled the chorus, I thought of Céline Dion: Her mother and brother had written her first song for her when she was twelve years old. Unfortunately, I couldn’t ask my family for help. There was no way they could write lyrics, nor could they help me get my foot in the door. I wished my mother were a director, my father an actor. How could they be content with such small lives? No one knew of them, no one would remember their names—and you don’t become a millionaire by slaving away on your research. My parents were simple people, nerds, losers. They weren’t invited to launch parties or previews on Saturday nights; instead, they would watch documentaries about abstract expressionism or Turkish ambitions in the Mediterranean and read on the couch in the living room before going to bed at 11:00 p.m. I loved my parents, but they were of no use to me. And yet I refused to think like a victim. There were always more reasons to fail than to succeed. I immersed myself once again in my song. If Thérèse and Jacques Dion had done it, so could I. 

         
         I spent the next several hours refining and polishing my song. Inspired and determined, I had written an elaborate story of
            impossible love. I was high on the feeling of knowing exactly what I wanted and plotting my coup d’état, composing my masterpiece
            in my bedroom. Everyone would be amazed when they heard this miraculous piece of music for the first time. You wrote this all by yourself? I didn’t know that there was a genius among us! This song is incredible; I’m sending it right
               now to my aunt who works in television. She’ll definitely find you a producer!

         
         The first rays of sunshine signaled the end of my Night of Fire. There were footsteps in the hallway, the jangling of keys, the metallic clang of the apartment door closing. My father was going down to the bakery to buy croissants like he did every Sunday morning. Meanwhile, my mother was getting ready in the bathroom while listening to the radio. She was humming in the shower. I had finished my song. 

         
         I’ve said that I started writing songs at eight years old so many times that I ended up believing my own lies. The truth is
            more banal: I wrote my very first song at the age of fifteen. And while I may have been struck by inspiration, the result
            was pathetic.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         When you’ve received a 19.75 out of 20 average on your baccalauréat exam and you’re the top student in your class at the famous
            Sciences Po, you dream of a prestigious career in public administration, not being on TV and signing autographs. At twenty
            years old, I had everything going for me, I had the face of an angel, the future was beckoning, and yet I felt blocked and
            bitter, with the acute sensation that I was living a life that wasn’t my own. I resented the whole world. Everyone was telling
            me how well I was doing, but I didn’t feel like a success. At the end of the semester, I was sure of one thing: I was putting
            far too much of myself into this degree.
         

         
         Obviously, I wasn’t planning on putting my brilliant studies on pause just so that I could be the opening act at shitty bars.
            I deserved much better than playing at tacky venues, going to auditions, becoming a backup singer. But my stint as a perfect
            student took up a ton of time, sucking me dry without giving me any creative oxygen. When I tried to write songs at night
            after spending the day grinding away, they always turned out flat and prosaic, without any substance to them. They were exactly
            what I refused to be: mediocre.
         

         
         So I stayed in the shadows, preparing my grand entrance. I wasn’t immobile but rather paralyzed. I was waiting for the right idea, I was waiting to write better songs, I was waiting until my piano playing improved, I was waiting until I could buy a new guitar, I was waiting to get my degree, I was waiting until I found an internship, I was waiting for advice from my singing teacher, I was waiting until I was thinner, I was waiting until I treated myself to a corduroy jacket, I was waiting for pigs to fly, for the first of never, for hell to freeze over. For the moment, I didn’t need anyone to try to keep me from getting famous. I was doing it all by myself. 

         
          

         “Could you please keep it down? We’re in the library.”

         
         First warning. I delivered this request sharply before turning back to studying, unlocking my computer with the password I’ve
            used for years: Make_Me_Famous75!.
         

         
         But my intervention had no effect on the group of four idiots sitting at my table. I’d come here to surround myself with others
            who were concentrating, not losers who were playing on their phones instead of studying. Second warning. I shot insistent
            glares at them to get them to quiet down. Unfortunately, my dear companions continued to chat.
         

         
         I knew these kinds of people well. General laziness, a lack of discipline, an unwillingness to work. They all came from the same litter: a family of slackers. Soon they would return home, satisfied with having spent three hours in the library (actual working time: 17 minutes). I stared at the guy with greasy hair and dirty glasses, sure that he was the type to be content with a 13 out of 20. Passable, but not great. The underbelly of the class. I had nothing but disdain for them—average people who were distracted and confused, who chewed gum, snacked between meals, and sniffled, who didn’t exercise and who did arts and crafts for fun, who were always late and never gave things their all, who went wherever the wind took them, enrolling in a university for a liberal arts degree because they wanted to do whatever their high-school friends were doing. Their lack of ambition nauseated me. 

         
         One of the girls opened a pack of cookies, and I stared at her double chin to signal to her that she didn’t need the extra
            30 grams of sugar. Sweetie, put down the chocolate-covered cookie. You already look like an overstuffed turkey.

         
         An hour later, they went outside for their third smoke break (total break time since they’d arrived: 47 minutes). As soon
            as they disappeared from view, I got up and very calmly went over to their things. Computers, books, notebooks, pouches, calculators.
            I slid everything that would fit into my bag before walking away. They weren’t going to do anything with them, anyway.
         

         
         With the money I’d found in their wallets, I bought myself a pair of suede booties. Paltry compensation for the afternoon
            of studying that they’d spoiled. I threw the rest of their things into a trash can on the rue de Rivoli.
         

         
          

         At the end of the day, Juliette met up with me for a drink. As soon as she saw me, my childhood friend jumped into my arms
            and kissed me on the cheek, as clingy and affectionate as a Labrador. Friendships are never fixed entities. For us the rules
            changed every five years. Juliette still called me Cléou, but I was no longer her obedient sidekick, and she had long since
            stopped trying to throw her weight around.
         

         
         Juliette was in her second year of medical school. She dreamed of being an emergency physician, could already imagine herself rushing out in an ambulance to rescue car-crash victims. I applauded her career choice; there was no way for her to outshine me from the breakdown lane. Plus, I had finally become the more beautiful one out of the two of us. Golden-brown hair, hazel eyes, perfect skin, defined eyebrows, long eyelashes, plump lips. And the miracle that would change everything: bangs. 

         
         I had become aware of my undeniable beauty due to the way other people looked at me. At parties, people now approached me
            first, not Juliette. To compensate, I kept my distance from all her romantic interests—past, present, future, potential. This
            didn’t bother me at all. I was cultivating an air of detachment and coolness, a girl who was both indifferent and sublime,
            all the more so for not realizing it (a sexist trope but a truthful one).
         

         
         We took a seat on the terrace outside. Juliette was telling me about her love life; she was currently transitioning from Nicolas
            to Antoine. I had never known her to be single. She had been a serial monogamist since kindergarten, one of those people who
            were always in some kind of serious and complicated relationship. The complete opposite of me. I was trying to listen to her
            explain to me why this time would be different from the others (false), but the idiot to our left was distracting me.
         

         
         “Can we switch tables? This guy keeps blowing his smoke into my face.”

         
         “You smoke too,” Juliette pointed out.

         
         “Yes, but it’s different when it’s not my smoke.”

         
         “You’re such a tyrant.”

         
         We moved to a table a little farther away before ordering a second round.

         
         At 9:00 p.m., Juliette dragged me to a party in the eleventh arrondissement, and I reapplied my poppy-red lipstick on the
            stairs leading up to her friend’s apartment. I had no desire to go, but it was Saturday night and I was twenty years old,
            and this was the kind of social life students were supposed to have. My problem was that I never felt like I worked hard enough
            to deserve a break.
         

         
         Her med-student friends chatted and leaned out the windows to smoke, beers in hand. There were boys there, attractive ones, even, but I only had eyes for the beautiful brunet with mahogany highlights in a corner of the living room, near the library—I swear the Yamaha was winking at me. It was still early and no one was dancing, so I seized my moment, asking the host politely if I could play the piano. 

         
         As an opener, I sang “Only You” by The Flying Pickets, softly. The conversations drew to a close, and a silent group gathered
            around me. Next I played John Lennon’s “Jealous Guy,” then Claude François’s “Le chanteur malheureux.” An overly sensitive
            girl was crying before the first chorus.
         

         
         “Oh, sorry, I didn’t want to kill the mood!” I said, with false modesty.

         
         “No, no, don’t stop! Do you know any other songs?”

         
         “Sure, if you’d like. Is there a guitar here?”

         
         Someone brought one over to me, and I continued with Elton John and Kiki Dee’s “Don’t Go Breaking My Heart” before carefully
            choosing my last song: “You Can’t Hurry Love.” Several people were looking up the lyrics on their phones so that they could
            sing along with me. Perfect. I’d always dreamed of having backup singers.
         

         
         My impromptu concert ended with applause. Everyone kept telling me, ten times, thirty times, one hundred times, that I had
            a phenomenal voice. I played it down.
         

         
         “I took music lessons at the conservatory for a while.”

         
         They insisted, with open admiration. I accepted their compliments with feigned humility.

         
         “Well, you’re a great singer, Cléo. What do you do otherwise? Oh, you study political science? Where?”

         
         Despite my powerful voice, no one, not even Juliette, thought that my real aspiration was to be a world-famous singer. Who could blame her? In high school, she had two volleyball practices a week and games every weekend, but it wasn’t like she was planning to be a professional athlete. 

         
         “You should do a show every once in a while, Cléou, you’re so talented. There’s a bar in Pigalle with open mic nights every
            first Saturday of the month. You could . . .”
         

         
         I burst out laughing, as though what Juliette had said were ridiculous, then rolled my eyes before replying, “I’ll remind
            you that I’ve got midterms to study for and an internship to find.”
         

         
          

         On the way home, I let Juliette, who was walking ahead of me briskly so as not to miss the last subway, carry the conversation.
            She was cheerful and bouncy, unleashing a running commentary about the party and the guests, voluble even after midnight.
            I, on the other hand, said nothing in order to hide my bitterness. Why hadn’t I sung my own songs? I should have tried them
            out—I had written three new ones the month before. But most of all, I should have been open about my dream of becoming a singer
            instead of just shrugging disdainfully; one of the guests might have been the daughter of an executive at Universal, or the
            nephew of a musical-theater producer. If
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