



[image: image]













[image: image]
















In personal anecdotes from the author’s past, dialogue is reconstructed. In some cases, names have been changed for privacy. Other quotes are from interviews between the author and subjects for this book. Sources listed in endnotes. This book is not a mental health guide nor is its author an expert on the subject. In fact, he’s in therapy himself, so definitely don’t take any advice from him.


Copyright © 2022 by Josh Sundquist


Cover design by Neil Swaab and Patrick Hulse. Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


Visit us at LBYR.com


First Edition: July 2022


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Sundquist, Josh, author.


Title: Semi-famous : a true story of near celebrity / Josh Sundquist.


Description: First edition. | New York : Little, Brown and Company, 2022. | Audience: Ages 14 & up | Summary: “Social media star and comedian Josh Sundquist takes readers on his hilarious journey to the fringes of viral stardom to discover if it’s possible to be both very famous and very happy”—Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022011550 | ISBN 9780316629799 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780316629744 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Sundquist, Josh—Juvenile literature. | Tumors in children—Patients—United States—Biography—Juvenile literature. | Ewing’s sarcoma—Patients—United States—Biography—Juvenile literature. | Skiers with disabilities—United States—Biography—Juvenile literature. | Motivational speakers—United States—Biography—Juvenile literature. | Internet personalities—United States—Biography—Juvenile literature. | Comedians—United States—Biography—Juvenile literature.


Classification: LCC RC281.C4 S8367 2022 | DDC 618.92/994—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022011550


ISBNs: 978-0-316-62979-9 (hardcover), 978-0-316-62974-4 (ebook)


E3-20220518-JV-NF-ORI














To Luke,


Sorry we didn’t get to name a character after you, but I hope you become turtle famous
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INTRODUCTION



It recently came to my attention that I am semi-famous. I learned this from an Instagram story. I’d never met the girl who posted it, but it showed up in my alerts because she tagged me. Here’s what she wrote:
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Okay, so I want to point out several things about this post.


First of all, no kid has ever said they want to be a “semi famous internet comedian” when they grow up. I’m not saying it’s a bad gig exactly, just that it wasn’t anyone’s childhood dream. I myself wanted to be a computer programmer. Which is a strange aspiration for a six-year-old. Especially because this was before pop culture’s appropriation of nerd culture—before fantasy novels and superhero fandom flipped from geeky to trendy. What I’m saying is, I was a nerd back when nerds were still just, you know, nerds. I like to think of myself as a hipster nerd.


Anyway, obviously it hadn’t yet become clear that nerds could grow up to become tech billionaires. So when I taught myself a programming language called BASIC on this old-school computer that my grandfather had given me, most parents would’ve probably thought, Oh no, our eldest offspring is a loser. But not my parents. They went out and bought me a book about another, far more complex programming language called C++. Oh, you want to be a computer nerd? Fine. But you are not nearly there! You must nerd out, like, way harder!


The computer was wedged between my dresser and my gerbil cage. When you turned it on, you got that interface you see in hacker movies: blank screen, blinking neon-green cursor. I programmed a little game where you could move the X character around the screen to dodge asterisk* bombs. Over time, though, I got interested in writing prose (specifically, sci-fi novels—the narrative cousin of computer programming) instead of writing code, and I dropped the programming hobby. Sometimes I wish I’d stuck with it. Maybe I could have been a software engineer at Instagram by now, wearing Insta-logo branded hoodies and pounding free green juices from the stocked fridge down the hall. Surely it would be better to be working at Instagram today than to be reading ambiguously demeaning stories about my work on Instagram, right?


Seeing that story really made me pause. Sure, it’s cool to be tagged in a post. But, like, what am I doing with my life? Is this who I want to be when I grow up? A micro-influencer who you tag in your story but probably don’t follow? A person who is maybe just barely famous enough to be occasionally recognized from a distance and posted about, but not quite famous enough that you’d, like, want to get a selfie? Or say hi? Or even make awkward passing eye contact?


What I realized is, I’m not so much famous as I am familiar. I’m like one of your teachers from middle school.


Oh look, Mom, there’s Mr. Turner.


Who’s that?


My semi-dorky seventh-grade Gym teacher.


I’m someone you mention in passing to your mom—who definitely doesn’t know who I am. Sort of a comedian but not quite, so when you describe me to her, you qualify it with the word internet before the word comedian—kind of like putting the word junior before firefighter. Or Instagram before model. Or home before school record.1


In fact, she used not one but two of these prefixes-that-make-the-otherwise-cool-thing-kind-of-sad.


Not famous. Semi-famous.


Not comedian. Internet comedian.


Look, I’m not trying to complain about her post. I think that’s a spot-on characterization of my middle-class rung on the internet-influencer ladder. If anything, I think it’s a wonderfully strange thing to be recognized at all. I’m delighted she tagged me. Really. If she hadn’t, I would never have known someone recognized me in the first place. Once you become a semi-famous internet figure, your fragile ego can’t help but wonder if anyone ever recognizes you. You hope so, if you’re being honest.


Being recognized means you matter. You are somebody.


It makes you feel good about yourself. For a minute. Then human nature kicks in. You want more. You need more to feel better. But more is never enough, no matter how many people recognize you or how many zeros or Ks or Ms are on the end of the numbers on your profile.


A few months ago, YouTube sent me an email saying I was going to lose my blue verification badge because they’d raised some threshold for subscribers or views or something. I freaked the eff out. It was like I’d just been told I had cancer. (And I’m saying that as a person who actually knows what that feels like.2) A few hours of Xanax-mitigated panic later, I got a second email from YouTube full of vague corporate-speak about how they were mistaken, they apologized for any inconvenience, and I would keep my verification badge after all. Which felt like the doctor popping back into the exam room and saying, Oh dear, so sorry, we confused your X-ray with some other unlucky chap’s. You’re perfectly healthy.


But see, clearly I am not healthy. Mentally, I mean. That verification badge on my screen measures approximately the size of a housefly. Its presence or absence is nothing more than a 1 in a binary toggle between 1 and 0 in a computer program (which I know because childhood hobbies), meaning the blue check mark does not exist by any practical definition. If I get a cancerous-tumor-sized panic attack based on whether or not it happens to be displayed on a screen, that… Cannot. Be. Healthy.


What I’m saying is, clearly I care a lot about fame. Like some part of me really, really wants it. And I’m not the only one who feels this way. A recent survey of one thousand people under age eighteen showed that 75 percent would like to have a career creating internet videos. Being a YouTuber, specifically, was the number one career choice of those surveyed. Twice as many would prefer being a YouTuber to being an actor or singer. Three times as many want to be a YouTuber than want to be a doctor. Or a professional athlete. This is all very interesting because, for one thing, three-quarters of the human population cannot be famous internet stars. There can’t be more stars than fans, after all. I mean, somebody has to teach seventh-grade Gym and program Instagram app updates. So if the vast majority of the millions dreaming about fame will never achieve it, is the journey still worthwhile?


This seems like an important question given how many of us want it. I recently asked my Instagram followers if they hoped to be famous someday.
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I’m pretty sure that 47 percent figure would be higher if this survey wasn’t on Instagram, where it feels like anything you say or do becomes public and will come back to haunt you when you’re applying for college or whatever. Like if this survey question was asked in some private, encrypted corner of the dark web where everyone felt comfortable anonymously confessing their deepest secrets, I think more of my followers would have admitted to wanting to be famous. I believe that because other, more scientifically or privately administered surveys (like the one I mentioned above3) show that an overwhelming majority of teenagers and even children admit to wanting to be famous.


And I use that word admit deliberately. Because that’s how it feels. Like a shameful confession. Like a substance addiction you need a support group for. Call it “fame-seekers anonymous.” Hi, I’m Josh. And I… ugh, it’s so hard to admit aloud to you all.… I uhh… well, I want to be famous. There, I said it. It’s out there. Now you know my shame.


Part of the reason we might not want to admit it is because it just sounds, well, shallow. Wanting fame goes on the same shelf as wanting to be rich when you grow up or trying too hard to be popular at school. We associate people who openly want to be famous with those you might overhear saying into a bedazzled cell phone, Daddy, my Tesla is like so old now, will you please buy me a new one, please, Daddy, please?


I’m also conflicted about pursuing more fame because I have a sneaking suspicion being truly famous might kind of suck. On the one hand, I like being recognized… so maybe I’d like being recognized more often? Plus, if you get famous enough, there are serious perks: free swag, access to other famous people, brand deals, even more blue check marks—you know, everything you see scrolling through celebrity Instagram. On the other hand, it seems kind of stressful. In fact, the most interesting result of that Instagram survey was the DMs I got, an endless scroll of unsolicited comments on how terrible my followers think it would be to become famous: the lack of privacy, the internet haterz, the paparazzi. But most interesting of all, some people volunteered that even in spite of all this, they would still want to “try” fame someday.


Which made me curious about the relationship between fame and happiness. Like, if you happen to win the viral lottery and your dance blows up on TikTok or Katy Perry loves your American Idol audition or whatever, is that development likely to (A) make your life better and more happy or (B) make it worse and less happy?
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So I asked my audience a follow-up question: Do you think being famous tends to make people more happy or less happy?


Keeping in mind that 47 percent of this same group wants to be famous, guess what percent said fame would make them more happy? No, really. Take a guess. I’m going to drop a page break here so you don’t cheat by reading ahead.


Okay, the answer: Only 16 percent said that fame makes you more happy. A whopping 84 percent said it makes you less happy.
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Wait, pause. Didn’t 47 percent of this same group say they wanted to be famous?


Okay, I’m going to do some math gymnastics here. You can follow along or just skip the next paragraph and trust me on these calculations.


<begin math>


So let’s assume that all 16 percent who think fame makes you more happy are also part of the 47 percent who want to be famous. Which makes sense, right? We’d assume people want things they think will make them happy. That means 16 percent of my followers want to be famous and think fame will make them happy. That leaves a 31 percent chunk of my followers who want fame but also think it makes people less happy.


<whew, end of math!>


Conclusion: Apparently 31 percent of my followers would rather be famous than happy. Like, they think fame will make them unhappy. Yet they still want it. One out of three of those surveyed, in other words, would trade happiness for fame. Now look, they might not realize this consciously, and they probably wouldn’t acknowledge it if we asked them directly. No one wants to seem shallow. But the numbers don’t lie. And if I force myself to be just as ruthlessly honest, I have to admit that most days I’m also part of that 31 percent. I might claim I’d rather be happy, but my actions often say something quite different. My actions online say I want to be famous, not because I think it will make me happy, but because… well… actually, I’m not sure. Why in the world wide web do I want a thing that would make me less happy?


It begs the question: Why would so many of us be ready to choose fame over our own happiness?


These questions about fame and happiness matter a lot to me because being a comedian and writer is the sort of career where success is literally measured by how famous you are. If you were to tell a friend about a comedian who was “so funny but never got famous,” you would mean they were basically a talented failure. I’m on a career path whose ideal destination is, by definition, celebrity—or at least wide name recognition. Does this mean I’m also on the path to unhappiness?


I don’t know because unfortunately, social media stardom wasn’t a subject we covered in high school. Nor did my college offer a degree in semi-fame. So I’ve decided to do what any hipster nerd does when faced with a knowledge gap: Read books. Study history. Review case studies. Interview experts. Apply scientific method.


You hold in your hands the results of this investigation.


This book offers six classes (subdivided into snack-sized chapters!), each looking at a specific subject area. Basically our hangout within these pages is like a day at school, where period one is English, period two is History, and so on, except at this school you have the same teacher in every class; he entertains you with confessional stories about his awkward behavior as he recounts the beginning of his own interest in fame; and at the end of the day at this school maybe you’ll actually have learned something useful.


We’ll start by attempting to define the word fame—it’s harder than you’d think. Then we’ll turn back time and figure out who the first celebrity was. When did fame become a thing? Was there even such a thing as a recognizable face before modern technology? We’ll dig into the numbers (yay, math!) and question the urban legends associated with stardom. Do stars really tend to die young or does it just seem that way?


I’ll talk to people who are already semi-famous or even famous-famous. Creators and musicians and actors who are farther down this path than I am. I’ll ask them, straight up: Is this fame thing making you happy? If not, why are you doing it? If so, what’s your secret?
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Because even if stardom makes most people less happy, maybe there are some celebrities out there who beat the system. Who figured out how to be happy and famous at the same time. If such stars exist, we’ll find them and learn their secret.


Basically, we’re going to hack fame. We’re going to hack happiness. And then we’ll see if we’ve discovered any possible way to make them overlap. That’s my main question in all this: Can I reconcile my urge to be known with my fear of what that might mean for my own well-being? In other words, can I (or you!) be both famous and happy?
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Because if not, I should get off this path ASAP, right? If increased fame always leads to decreased happiness—if it’s all mo’ followers, mo’ problems—then presumably I should deactivate my social accounts and/or join a fame-addiction recovery/support group.


But before we start answering all these questions, maybe pause to take a pic or screenshot of this page to post on your story? Oh, and don’t forget to tag me because as you may have heard, I read all my mentions. And sometimes I write, like, entire books about them.


Footnotes


1 Sidenote: I was homeschooled. But you probably guessed that by, like, the third paragraph of this book.


2 This is kind of a spoiler for one of my other books, but don’t worry, I survived.


3 By the way, surveys of my followers are not at all scientific and don’t represent anything other than the opinions of those particular followers. But that data is still insightful here because I assume people who follow me online have some similarities to, and overlap with, people like you who read my books.

















PERIOD 1


ENGLISH




Sometimes I’m in denial that I’m really famous. It’s too much, I think, for someone to reach that kind of magnitude to really understand it. I feel like when you’re younger, it’s easier. But as you get older, it’s one of those things that’s just kind of like “Huh? What is this? This is kind of crazy.”


—BRITNEY SPEARS






STUFF WE WILL LEARN IN CLASS TODAY:




• How do we define this word fame, anyway?


• What are the different kinds of fame?


• Which is the best kind of fame to have?




















CHAPTER 1



Look at the time! The morning bell is about to sound for first period. Lockers are slamming. Phones are getting silenced after being refreshed once more in case he texted you back. Those who have boyfriends or girlfriends are lingering by their lockers to show off their romantic success with one last flourish of PDA while you frogger your way through the bodies and backpacks to make it to class before the bell rings.


In English class you learn about things like words, what they mean, and SparkNotes. As I’ve embarked on this research, I’ve been asking friends to define fame. Most say things like: paparazzi, being on TV, eye-popping follower counts. But those are results of fame, not a description of the thing itself.


I think we can boil down the definition to four words: being known by strangers. Fame is when humans you don’t know recognize you. The more such strangers are familiar with your name or your image, the more famous you are.


Is there a difference, though, between fame and celebrity? Absolutely. All celebrities are famous, but not all famous people are celebrities.
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Celebrity is a certain flavor of famous. Like, historical figures can be famous, but unless they are resurrected by hologram or a hit Broadway musical, the dead aren’t usually celebrities. A celebrity is generally a living person whose image gets replicated so many times on so many screens that whether we want to or not, most of us know about them—and whether we want to admit it or not, most of us are also curious about them. You probably have blood relatives whose personal lives you know less about than many tabloid regulars.


According to fame historian Antoine Lilti, another characteristic of celebrity is being known by people who don’t pay attention to the thing that made you famous. The fame of, say, a singer who is familiar “to those who do not listen to his songs” or a soccer player “when he is recognized by those who never watch soccer games.” Put another way: You might know about a particular social media star because they’re famous, but that person hasn’t become a celebrity until your mom knows about them, too.


Celebrities are famous people who outgrew their subgenre and made it to the mainstream. There are many paths to celebrity but only one destination, one big tent of glammed-up alt-reality. Watch a Hollywood awards show on TV and you’ll see NBA players in the audience. Watch an NBA game and you’ll spot movie stars sitting courtside. In that sense, there is only one kind of celebrity: the kind the camera zooms in on for a close-up if they’re in the audience.


But even if there’s a single type or definition of celebrity, there are many different types of fame that can lead to it. And in today’s English class, we will be searching for vocabulary and definitions of each of them. To investigate the first of these categories, let’s travel to South Korea to meet a girl named Euo. At age twelve, Euo had a shot at the job of her dreams—the job she’d do anything for, the job that could make her famous—when she auditioned to become a K-pop idol trainee.


Idol trainee auditions are like the open casting calls for talent shows you’ve seen on TV. More than two thousand children were in front of Euo in line, sitting in rows on the cold floor of a giant convention center waiting for hours for their moment in front of an entertainment company executive. Most got through only a few lines before he cut them off and motioned for the next person to step forward. That was it. That’s how fast your dream got snuffed out.


Euo, obviously, was terrified. I mean, this was her big moment, and she’d wanted to become a K-pop idol since she was a little girl. It had always been her dream to be that famous. K-pop famous. Idol famous.


Idols aren’t just members of a musical group, they’re a genre of celebrity. They sing, dance, act in movies and television shows, and pose as models in product endorsements. Idols are selling an image. And that image is everywhere. In Japan—which has its own set of idols who perform a related genre, J-pop—more than half of all commercials feature an idol. In Korea, idols are so recognizable that one time when a popular K-pop act, Girls’ Generation, disguised themselves in an effort to move freely in Seoul, fans still recognized them based on, wait for it, the shape of their exposed arms and legs. That’s right: Even their limbs are famous. The New Yorker asked Girls’ Generation how they felt about having such well-known appendages.




“It is,” Tiffany said, shooting an accusatory glance at her arm. “It’s just so…” She paused, searching for the right thing to say. “Freakishly cool!”





That kind of freakishly cool fame was precisely what Euo was dreaming about while she waited for her audition. Even getting an audition is hard—Euo had recorded video submissions for the entertainment companies before (there are exactly three agencies that control the idol market in South Korea). Then on a trip to see her grandmother in Seoul, she finally got invited to perform in person at a giant audition.


Euo began by reciting a monologue, but the judge stopped her in the middle. Was she being dismissed? No, he wanted to hear her sing. She hadn’t prepared a song, but on the spot she chose “A Whole New World” from Aladdin. Which, I mean, great choice. Who among us doesn’t love a Disney sing-along?4


He stopped her in the middle of that, too. Not to dismiss her, whew. To ask her to dance. They played “Low” by Flo Rida and she made something up, feeling sure she looked silly. She was sure it was over. But no! She was ushered to another area where she was photographed from many different angles, like the cringey angles you only see in selfie outtakes when you’re scrolling through your photo roll. A few days later, lo and behold, she was offered a trainee contract.


Trainee contracts are long-term binding agreements that mean moving away from home to train and attend school elsewhere, for the length of the contract. Depending on your view of home and parents, that might sound like a pretty great deal. But training is not an endless summer camp—unless when you think of summer camp you think of a high-stress lice-outbreak scenario. Basically, moving away to trainee school is less Hogwarts and more cupboard under the Dursleys’ staircase. Even so, Euo begged and pleaded and finally persuaded her mom this was really, truly what she wanted.


She was swept away to live in a dorm with other trainees. There were a couple hundred aspiring idols already enrolled there. The buzz of potential fame hung in the air like that electric hum right before lightning strikes (or at least, that’s how it sounds in movies, I’ve never actually been struck by lightning). Sometimes former trainees, those who had made it, would return after their debut to visit the trainees still living in their old dorm. Yes, it’s real. I got struck by that lightning. You could be next.


The truth, though, was most of these girls, even after making it this far, would never become idols. There were monthly showcases where every trainee had to perform in front of her peers and instructors. If the instructors weren’t impressed, she’d be sent home. A snap of the fingers, a wave of the hand. Gone. Just like that. And some other eager young thing, who’d made it through the video audition and then been plucked from the mass in-person audition, would show up, suitcase in hand, all fresh-faced and innocent, ready to fill the empty spot. The message was clear: You are replaceable. You have four weeks to prepare to prove yourself again. And again.


Trainees were required to stay below 104 pounds. There were weekly weigh-ins. Public affairs. If you were over 104 pounds, everyone saw. You ate your now-rationed food in shame until you returned to the correct weight. Sometimes your diet was limited to water for a time. Bulimia was common. Periods didn’t come. Passing out was normal. Girls would collapse during training and their friends would carry them back to their beds to rest. Far from being horrified, though, her friends would be impressed.


“The attitude among the trainees after [someone passed out] was like, ‘Good for her! She wants it so much!’” explains Euo. “Looking back on it now, I think it was really disgusting.”


Competition was a way of life. Even where you slept said something about your standing. There was an A-group that got a bed in a smaller room with just a few bunks. The A-group was the top 10 percent of trainees. Euo was lucky enough to be one of them. But the bottom 90 percent, all 180 or so of them, slept on mats on the floor in one big room. See what I mean? This was no summer camp.


Trainees woke up before dawn for a training session. Then they’d attend school. Normal school with classmates who slept in actual beds at their parents’ house. Then they’d return to the facility for more practice. Each girl was issued a stage name and a number. Instructors referred to them by their numbers. Number twenty-two, again, please. As you progressed in the program, your stage name was expanded into an assigned stage persona.


Euo’s stage name was Dia.


“She was supposed to be very reserved, sweet, and innocent,” says Euo. She was also told she’d be “the visual.” The visual was the pretty girl, the lead face in the group photos. You know the one. “As the visual, I would be expected to personify those characteristics. But Dia just wasn’t me. I’m opinionated and loud. I doubted I would be able to keep up this docile personality in public.”


Not that her agency thought her face was pretty enough. Not yet, at least. The next step for trainees, inevitably, was plastic surgery. Euo was told her nose needed reshaping. And her jaw should be shaved down because her face was “too big.” The cost of the surgery would be covered. But that expense, along with everything the agency invested in her during her training, was being added to a ledger somewhere. It was a debt she owed. If she quit before her contract expired, she would have to pay it all back. And if she eventually got selected for a group and became an idol, her earnings from touring, merchandise, album sales, and the like would count against that debt. In other words, she wouldn’t get paid above a base salary, even if she was in a successful group, until the agency felt she’d earned enough to recoup the investment they’d made in training her. That could be a sizable number. The agency might decide your debt is a few hundred thousand dollars, maybe a million. According to the Wall Street Journal, talent agencies might invest as much as $3 million per trainee. So even if your group blows up, you don’t necessarily walk away rich. The average successful K-pop idol group lasts about five years. During that time, you may get a base salary of around $30,000 until the group’s profits pay the agency back for your training costs as well as your travel expenses when touring.


If you’re thinking all this is sounding a little like a real-life Hunger Games or something, well, yes. In fact, after a recent investigation by the Korean Fair Trade Commission, restrictions were set on how much trainees can be “fined” for leaving early, violating a morality clause, or not renewing their contract after it had expired. That’s right: Reportedly, if the agency wanted the trainee to renew after their contract expired, but the trainee didn’t want to, the trainee might be fined double what they’d been paid while working under the previous contract. Like, what? Coriolanus Snow much?


Oh, and that morality clause: Trainees are not allowed to be out past curfew, take substances, or otherwise engage in behavior that could tarnish a precisely defined image of wholesomeness. Idols and trainees must also submit to limitations or outright bans on romantic relationships. Why? Idols are selling a fantasy. Idols, so the thinking goes, need to be unattached so fans can plausibly imagine dating them. They must be both impossibly beautiful and romantically attainable.


After a J-pop star named Minami Minegishi—member of supergroup AKB485—was caught by paparazzi sneaking out to meet with her boyfriend, she shaved her head and posted a long, weepy apology video. Endless internet debates ask whether she was forced to do this or did it voluntarily. But does it matter? She apologized, interestingly, not so much for having a boyfriend as for disappointing you all, the fans. As if she let you down by dating someone who was, um, not you.


You’ve seen apology videos—for the problematic tweet that resurfaces, the joke that was taken too far. The celebrity apology video is an art form unto itself by now. No makeup, hair down, sitting on the floor in the living room, starting with a sigh and a gap of silence. “Hey guys… so…”


But an apology to fans for having a boyfriend is another thing all together.


The lifestyle of an idol is astonishingly restricted. But remember, Euo chose this path. She talked her mom into signing that trainee contract. She wanted it. The agencies can get away with this slightly—okay, maybe very—disturbing business model precisely because so many thousands of other eager kids are currently sitting on a convention center floor somewhere, hoping to be the next top K-pop star.


Despite having declined the suggestion of having her face reshaped, Euo was eventually offered a part in a new K-pop group. Which was… the realization of her dream, right? The culmination of everything she’d worked so hard for? She could tour the world, gain a social media following, and sing and dance for shrieking fans who screamed her name (well, her stage name) and knew everything about her (well, about her assigned persona and approved social posts) at Madison Square Garden and music festivals. Like, say, Coachella, where Blackpink became planetwide-level stars in 2019, three years after being assembled by a guy in a suit at the corporate office of YG Entertainment.


Euo’s original trainee contract lasted two years, but if she joined a group, she’d be locked in to a much longer agreement. She can’t disclose the details of the offer, but these contracts typically last a long, long time. Sometimes more than a decade. Your career is forever tied to that agency. Former idols report years of working seven days a week, no days off. Seventeen-, eighteen-hour days—shooting endorsement commercials, appearing on television, interacting with fans online. Every hour of your day is scheduled but never provided to you in advance so forget about ever making plans to hang out with friends or just, like, chill.


And saying yes would be no guarantee of that kind of success. After Euo’s hypothetical group was formed, they would “debut,” which is when one of the talent agencies announces a new idol group and trots them out on one of those TV shows to perform a new single. About sixty groups are debuted per year—more than one per week—in South Korea. Probability of success is not high.


Deep down, though, Euo most wanted to be an actor. The group she was offered a part in seemed like it would be more focused on singing and dancing. Plus, there was that persona she had been assigned. That lack of control over her own, you know, personality.


In the end, Euo chose not to join the K-pop group. The one she was offered a part in, she says, is successful enough to tour now. She can’t reveal which group it is, but safe to say (A) they’re out there working long hours each day to keep their corporate overlords happy and (B) the group has a name that looks like the alphanumeric euphemism for a swear word in a cartoon. As for Euo, when her two-year trainee contract expired, she left that life to find her own path on YouTube and Instagram. Not as Dia, as herself.


I asked Euo in an email how it would be different if K-pop stars were allowed to use their own names and be “themselves” in public.


“That would definitely be very liberating and healthier for everyone,” she replied. “But there’s a reason why companies put up an image for idols… that ‘image’ of you is what sells. Honestly if everyone started showing their real personalities, I think some fans would be disappointed.”


So if you’re a K-pop idol, you gain fame by projecting an image of what fans happen to be buying. Project something else and you limit your appeal. Euo seems to be saying that while it may be possible to be both famous and happy, you can get a little more famous if you’re willing to be a little less happy.


Which raises the question: Does that mean, at least for Euo, that happiness is maximized at the point of semi-fame? Like there’s a certain vertex (that’s math speak for the highest point of a curve) after which additional fame requires a sacrifice in well-being?






[image: image]







Maybe. But it could also be that maximum happiness is possible right at the start, when you’re non-famous, and every unit of fame from the very beginning means giving up a unit of happiness.
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There’s only one way to find out: more investigating.


Footnotes


4 Let the storm rage ONNNNNNN! The cold never bothered me anyway.


5 Idol groups tend to have names that look like the unbreakable password of random characters your browser likes to suggest.















CHAPTER 2



Euo’s story isn’t one of those strange foreign things that could only happen in some other country. Young people across the world (read: me) make eyebrow-raising, wtf-level choices in the pursuit of fame. So I’m not judging anyone who wants to be a K-pop star, nor am I criticizing K-pop music (I happen to currently be obsessed with Blackpink). If anything, I’m saying, I get it. When I was sixteen, I decided I wanted to become an Olympian. Not just wanted to, had to. It was my destiny. Like I was the Chosen One in a YA sci-fi novel. Or the protagonist in a feel-good sports movie. Matter of fact, later I would spend one miserable summer training on a high-altitude glacier, getting on the ski lift before dawn. Every afternoon I would watch an underdog sports movie (Rudy, Rocky, Remember the Titans, as well as others that didn’t start with R). I had to convince myself I was living the first half of one of those stories. Sure, I was terrible at my sport when I began, I mean like so bad, but that’s how these movies always start out. At first, the character sucks. It seems impossible they could ever win. Cue a pep talk and a soundtrack-fueled training montage and blammo, they’re in the championship.


I definitely checked the sucking-at-the-start box. My first race I literally fell five times. I got last place. Obviously. The winner went through the course in about thirty seconds. My time was two minutes and thirty seconds. A couple seasons later, when I finally started racing on the international World Cup circuit, in my first eight races my best finish was second.6


But all this failure, in my mind, was going to be helpful in the long run because it was the perfect foundation for making me famous. Would anyone chant for Rudy if he hadn’t been cut from tryouts so many times? Would anyone remember the Titans if they hadn’t started at the very bottom of their division? That I was clearly not suited to be a ski racer would make my slo-mo gold-medal moment all the more epic.


So yeah, I was basically delusional.


But there wasn’t a monthly showcase where I could get cut (really, it would have been a mercy) from my training program. My coach did warn me that I didn’t have much of a shot at making the Paralympics—specifically, he set the odds at one in a million; no joke: that was an actual statement from a guy I was paying to, you know, encourage me and stuff—but I kept showing up at the mountain every day. I stayed there, I trained, I toiled, living my own version of the K-pop trainee program.


In terms of body composition, I had the opposite challenge of aspiring idols: I was too skinny. It turns out that in ski racing, heavier means faster. Doesn’t matter if it’s muscle or fat—more pounds equals more momentum. So weight gain became my obsession. I figured I just needed to do the opposite of everything nutritionists recommend doing to lose weight. I never left home without snacks in my pockets. Instead of water, I drank sports bottles filled with a mixture of whole milk and a powdered weight-gain formula clocking a thousand calories per serving. I ate a pint of ice cream every night right before bed.


All those carbs might sound blissful, but here’s the thing. The taste of food is a classic declining marginal utility curve. At first it’s great. Like when you’re hungry. But at some point your body is like, okay, enough for now, we’re good in the eating department. I know, how could you ever get tired of ice cream? Trust me. This curve is real.
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You’ve heard about the legendarily high-calorie diets of Michael Phelps and other elite athletes. I was training up to eight hours a day so I was burning a ton of calories. Despite how much I ate, my weight gain was slow. But it was also steady. Over my five years of training, I put on forty pounds. A lot of it was fat. Stretch marks developed on my hips. I wore them as a badge of pride, like cool scars I’d gotten in a morally justified knife fight. My appearance had changed so much, actually, that I occasionally ran into high school classmates who didn’t recognize me. Like I’d literally have to tell them who I was. Remember me? We sat at the same lunch table?


Incidentally, I did make that Paralympic team. Which was cool. I didn’t win medals or anything.7 But I’ve since realized how stupid that whole plan was because winning a medal would not have made me famous. I mean, of the hundreds (hundreds!) of athletes who won a gold medal at the last Olympics, how many can you name? How about the silver medalists? Bronze? What about the Olympics before that?


That’s the thing about fame. If you want to be remembered for an achievement, it’s not enough to just do something impressive. You have to do something unprecedented. Winning one medal isn’t enough. You have to win more medals than anyone else in the history of the Olympics, or in addition to the medals be the first person to have diamond-studded braces and fake a robbery in a foreign country. It’s not the winning, it’s the winning in uncharted territory. That’s how you become what I like to call feat famous:8 being known for something you did. Write that definition on a flash card and put it in your SAT vocab file. Wait, was that just me? You don’t have a flash-card box?


Like, I remember the name of the guy who won season one of Survivor back in the day, but now they’re on season eighty-six or something and I can’t name any other winners or even contestants from the rest of the series. Reality shows are like that, even the ones people actually watch. Season-one winners can become celebrities. Subsequent seasons only produce D-list horror movie actors and US presidents. So if you want to be feat famous, you have to be first at something. Not first as in winning a single race, first as in inventing an entirely new category. Not just walking on the moon, being the first to take that one small step or giant leap for mankind. Not just sailing across the Atlantic, but instead having a publicist who can convince the world you were the first one to “discover” North America.


By the way, I classify K-pop stardom as feat fame. As an idol, it’s not really you who’s famous. You’re not going by your real name or actual personality, after all. It’s the group that is famous, and you—or rather, your persona—are famous for being a part of that group. For something you did.


Anyway, as far as my personal feat fame journey, having failed to achieve it by gaining weight, my next fame scheme would take me in the exact opposite direction. About six weeks after competing in the Paralympics, I took a “before” photo to enter a fitness contest in which I’d be judged on before-and-after pics taken twelve weeks apart. I approached this with that same Olympic-sized determination, aiming for three hours of cardio per day, usually biking or hiking. I was eating so little I was often dizzy or shaky. One afternoon I rode my bike out into the countryside, maybe twenty miles from home. I was so weak from not eating that it was like I was pedaling in slow motion. The sun began to set. I didn’t have a cell phone with me. It seemed like I was going to end up stuck here on this quiet country road all night. That’s when I spotted a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup wrapper, torn open and lying by the side of the road. Nearby were both of the actual peanut butter cups, lying facedown in the dirt.


Why had a passing motorist apparently ripped open the packaging, only to throw both cups out the window uneaten? I have no idea. To be honest I’m normally pretty judgy when it comes to anyone who litters. I mean, everyone knows it’s wrong. I’m convinced even serial killers, deep down, feel a little guilty if they don’t put their candy wrappers in a trash can. But just this once, I was thankful for roadside litter. It saved me in my time of need.


I hopped off my bike and carefully lifted one of the upside-down peanut butter cups off the road. It was a humid summer evening, so the candy was soft and runny. Bits of sand and gravel coated the chocolate like a layer of frosting. I picked out the larger rocks with my fingers, but most of the dirt had sunk far into the chocolate. It was too melted to peel from the brown wax paper and take a bite with my teeth, so I just licked it all out with my tongue—peanut butter, melty chocolate, and road grit, together. It was the best thing I’ve ever tasted.9


Those two peanut butter cups revived me enough to pedal home. Just like Euo and her friends complimented fellow trainees who passed out from training and low blood sugar, I congratulated myself for having pushed myself right up to the line of what my body could endure. That’s how you win a fitness contest, I told myself. That’s how you become feat famous.


Oh, and if you’re thinking all this—both my weight gain for the Paralympics and weight loss for this fitness contest—sounds kind of like an eating disorder, yeah, absolutely. The truth is, most residents at your average Olympic training facility would probably test positive if they did one of those internet checklists for warning signs of an unhealthy relationship with food.


Sometimes aspiring athletes ask me what it takes to make it to the Olympics. Is it discipline? Ambition? Talent? Those things help, sure. But primarily, I think it takes something close to a personality disorder. Delusions of grandeur and all that. You have to fool yourself into thinking the Olympics will bring you enough fame—or make you rich, or make you feel good enough, or make your parents love you, or whatever else you should probably be talking to your therapist about instead—and then finally all that grit you displayed (or ate) will have been worth it. I imagine K-pop trainees make similar mental bargains with themselves: The fame will make it all worth it.


Anyway, that same summer I was training for the fitness contest, I was also planning to attend a student journalism conference. Looking back, that journalism conference changed my life.


You should know that my interest in journalism had begun at a young age. I started dabbling in news reporting at age six, in between those self-instructed lessons in computer programming. I know what you’re thinking. Why didn’t this poor kid have any normal, fun hobbies? Point taken. Regardless, all this productivity was made possible because I was homeschooled in elementary and middle school, meaning I had loads of free time that I filled with odd hobbies.


I had discovered that by speaking loudly into the air vent in the corner of my bedroom, the sound traveled through the ductwork and out all the other vents in the house. It was basically analog Twitch. Or ancient podcasting. At the time, I just called it my “radio station.” I did a daily morning show with commentary on household events and family news. I soon expanded my growing journalism empire into print with “Kids’ Newspaper,” a hand-lettered, photocopied newsletter I composed each week.


In fact, a major reason I switched from homeschool to public school in high school was so I could write for a real newspaper. Okay, a “real” newspaper, quote, unquote. This was high school journalism, after all. But by my junior year I was writing a monthly column for an actual honest-to-God newspaper called the Richmond Times-Dispatch. Second-biggest paper in the whole state, in fact. In college, I started contributing to a news magazine that was published by Newsweek and distributed at universities nationwide.


The summer between my senior year and super-senior year—yep, I took a fifth year because I just can’t quit you, school—I got the invitation to a one-day conference Newsweek was holding for its student writers in New York City. A few weeks before the conference, an email was sent to all the student attendees from a guy named Ocean MacAdams—the sort of name you never forget—who happened to be vice president of MTV News. He was going to be one of the speakers at the event. The message began:




We are searching for new on-camera talent for MTV News.





That opening sentence seized my attention.


On-camera talent?


MTV?


OMG.


Here’s the weird thing about this instant interest. Having grown up in a pretty conservative homeschool household that didn’t get cable television, I had not actually watched much MTV in my life. But I was aware of it in a general sort of way, like how you might know about the teachers’ lounge at your high school even though you’ve never been inside it. You’ve peered through that little window in the door, though, and you’ve seen what appears to be a vending machine—with real soda, the kind with actual high-fructose corn syrup in it! Basically, you don’t know for sure what’s behind the door but you sure wish you were inside.


This teachers’-lounge metaphor breaks down, obviously, on one point: the coolness spectrum. On the scale of things that were vaguely mysterious to me in high school, I knew enough to be aware MTV fell on the far opposite end from the teachers’ lounge on any possible measurement of cool.
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I saw MTV as America’s premiere fame factory, the country’s leading celebrity-manufacturing plant. Like the Korean musical variety shows that make or break K-pop acts, artists went into an MTV appearance as raw human material and came out stars.


MTV News, as you may know, is the journalistic department of MTV. If MTV was the cool party everyone in the world wanted to be at, MTV News was the slightly more serious older brother with the bedroom over the garage who occasionally drops by the party to offer a hip take on world events or a sophisticated opinion about the music that’s currently being played. MTV News correspondents appeared in brief segments on the hour in between MTV’s regular programming, blending pop culture and celebrity updates with traditional news subjects—politics, climate change, the politics of climate change—packaged for young adult viewers.


Basically, being an MTV News correspondent was the dream job I never knew I had been dreaming about. I’d certainly been aware that very special young people of approximately my age did get to hold that MTV logo–wrapped microphone and interview celebrities on red carpets or whatever, but it had not occurred to me that this was a job you could just, like, apply for—specifically, by replying directly to an email from the vice president of MTV News. It would be like if the student secretary general of Model UN was told there was a slot open to be actual secretary-general of the actual UN and would she happen to be interested in applying? Um, duh.
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