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Praise for


The Love Song of


JONNY VALENTINE


“Sad-funny, sometimes cutting . . . Mr. Wayne depicts Jonny as a complicated, searching boy, by turns innocent and sophisticated beyond his years, eager to please and deeply resentful, devoted to his unusual talent and aware of both its rewards and its costs. This is what makes The Love Song more than a scabrous sendup of American celebrity culture; it’s also a poignant portrait of one young artist’s coming of age.”


—Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times


“The most authentic voice.”


—NPR, “All Things Considered”


“Depicting the inner life of a protagonist who is not yet a full-fledged adult is no small feat, but author Teddy Wayne pulls it off masterfully.”


—The Daily Beast


“Few novels with child narrators can truly appeal to adults in a complex way. Flannery O’Connor’s The Violent Bear It Away and, of course, Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird are obvious exceptions, and we can add this novel to the list.”


—BookReporter.com


“Hilarious and heartbreaking. . . . An original, poignant, and captivating coming-of-age story . . . a breathtakingly fresh novel about the dark side of show business [that] includes one of the most complicated portrayals of the mother-son relationship since Room.”


—BookPage Top 10 Best Books of the Year


“Switchblade-keen satirist Teddy Wayne . . . delves into the twisted world of celebrity culture with delicious, detailed insight. It’s as if People magazine were written by Kurt Vonnegut, smart and fun and fanged . . . there are also great swaths of heart and pain and genuine compassion.”


—Tampa Bay Times


“Wayne cleverly submerges readers into the distorted world of child celebrity. . . . Like a contemporary Oliver Twist or Holden Caulfield, Jonny is slowly grasping a world outside his insular one . . . a fresh and intriguing slice of life of today’s celebrity culture.”


—St. Louis Post-Dispatch


“Teddy Wayne has all the classic trappings of a rising novelist.”


—New York Observer


“Deft and delightful . . . touching (and unexpectedly suspenseful) . . . so frank and engaging. . . . A sweeter, softer-edged satire of the pop-culture carnival.”


—Wall Street Journal


“A showstopper. . . . The book’s greatest triumph — and there are many — is Jonny’s voice . . . a serious book that is way more fun than the life of a child star.”


—The Boston Globe


“Surprisingly moving . . . heartbreaking. . . . A mix of preadolescent angst and industry cynicism that makes him sound like Holden Caulfield Jr. adrift in Access Hollywood hell.”


—Rolling Stone


“A scathing portrayal of our culture’s celebrity obsession . . . assured prose and captivating storytelling.”


—Oprah.com, Book of the Week


“The best—and only—tween-pop novel you’ll ever read.”


—Details


“Brilliantly funny and beautifully written.”


—New York Daily News


“Think an imagined life of a star like Bieber . . . but so much better; moving and hilarious and typical of Wayne.”


—The Atlantic Wire


“It would be easy to simply satirize the life and times of an eleven-year-old pop star. But while Wayne does riff on America’s obsessions with youth, celebrity, and weight, among other things, he chooses to take his hero seriously. . . .If Justin Bieber provides the book’s cultural context, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn gives it its soul . . . . [An] entertaining novel about the pop-celebrity-Internet air we all breathe, even if we don’t want to inhale.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


“Impressive. . . . It’s the rare first-person narrative from a kid that reads for adults.”


—VICE


“A fiery, sometimes funny . . . critique of the exploitation of children at the hands of the rapacious music industry.”


—London Review of Books


“A biting yet humane look at not just the tween-pop industry (and the tweenypoppers who inhabit it), but a sympathetic inner landscape of a child made a commodity too soon. . . . With both wizened sass and juvenile fragility, Jonny proves that things get sticky even in the land of bubblegum.”


—Time Out New York


“Unique.”


—James Franco, The Huffington Post


“Sad, provoking, darkly funny.”


—The A.V. Club


“The Love Song of Jonny Valentine” is a fun, highly diverting read. . . . Wayne generates considerable sympathy for the eleven-year-old kid trapped at the center of the churning entertainment machine . . . .This is a portrait of the artist as a young brand.”


— San Francisco Chronicle


“A deeply likeable and thoroughly heartbreaking character . . . air-tight satire . . . masterfully done. . . . A rollicking satire of America’s obsession with fame and pop culture “


—The Millions


“Wayne brilliantly narrates from the perspective of Jonny’s tweenage prison. . . . Reading about Jonny means rooting for him, even though there is a sense that he, like so many real stars who we will never know so well, is already long gone.”


—Boston Phoenix


“Moving, funny, and strangely fascinating.”


—Arizona Republic


“Laid out in a surprisingly poignant mix of cynicism and innocence, Wayne intertwines both Jonny and Jonathan’s voices into a sublime plot, making it an unconventional coming-of-age story that digs beneath the glossy veneer of mainstream pop.”


—The National (UAE)


“A scathingly funny look inside the tween-pop industrial complex . . . extremely clever, and alive.”


—Standard Culture


“Masterfully executed . . . the real accomplishment is the unforgettable voice of Jonny. If this impressive novel, both entertaining and tragically insightful, were a song, it would have a Michael Jackson beat with Morrissey lyrics.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“Provocative and bittersweet . . . Jonny is such an engaging, sympathetic character that his voice carries the novel. . . . A very funny novel when it isn’t so sad, and vice versa.”


—Kirkus (starred review)


“Satire with a heart, capturing the sadness, longing, and confusion beneath the celebrity veneer. . . . A top-of–the-charts tale.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“The Love Song of Jonny Valentine takes us deep into the dark arts and even darker heart of mass-market celebrity, twenty-first-century version. In the near-pubescent hitmaker of the title, Teddy Wayne delivers a wild ride through the upper echelons of the entertainment machine as it ingests human beings at one end and spews out dollars at the other. Jonny’s like all the rest of us, he wants to love and be loved, and as this brilliant novel shows, that’s a dangerous way to be when you’re inside the machine.”


—Ben Fountain, National Book Critics Circle Award-winning author of Billy Lynn’s Long Halftime Walk


“I’d wanted to go slowly and read The Love Song of Jonny Valentine over the course of a week or two, but once Jonny’s voice got into my head, I was hooked, and kept picking it back up, and so I ended up on the last page, reading that final, amazing sentence, at like three in the morning. . . . This novel is a serious accomplishment . . . America as we know it, with laughs on every page, but also a book that doesn’t take one cheap shot. . . . And at the swirling core, you have an eleven-year-old boy trapped by his fame and trying to figure out how to move through the world, and who wants nothing more than to find his father. This is a book with a runaway narrative engine, tremendous ambitions, and an even bigger heart. I do not lie when I tell you: Teddy Wayne is as good a young writer as we have.”


—Charles Bock, New York Times bestselling author of Beautiful Children


“What is most searing about Teddy Wayne’s splendid new novel is not his trenchant social criticism, nor the itchy, unsettling way that he makes tragedy entertaining, but that in the bubble of celebrity which comprises little Jonny Valentine’s whole world, at times the only differences between the savvy, drug-taking, lonely adults and the savvy, drug-taking, lonely kid himself are his outsized talent, and their avarice plus wrinkles.”


—Helen Schulman, New York Times bestselling author of This Beautiful Life


“The Love Song of Jonny Valentine is a novel of ferocious wit and surprising poignancy. Teddy Wayne has written a pitch-perfect anthem for our surreal American Dream, a power ballad for the twenty-first-century unhappy family, an epic ode to the fleeting glory of fame. . . . Adored by his fans, enslaved by the music industry, Jonny Valentine navigates the high-stakes game of celebrity while secretly longing for the love of his missing dad. And we, in turn, long for him to hold on to his soulful spirit, his baby chub, his cri de coeur, his ‘major vulnerabilities.’ A deeply entertaining novel with humor and heart to spare.”


—Amber Dermont, New York Times bestselling author of The Starboard Sea


“In Jonny Valentine, Teddy Wayne has created a vivid and achingly authentic portrait of an adolescent prodigy trying to make sense of a world from which he’s been kept mostly separate. Wry, witty, and genuinely moving, this is a novel that delves into the private longings of a public figure, exposing the sometimes dark and often ridiculous inner workings of a life in show business. The Love Song of Jonny Valentine is absorbing and beautifully written—and also a ton of fun to read.”


—Aryn Kyle, New York Times bestselling author of The God of Animals


“It speaks well of both Jonny and his creator that the result is this good, a moving, entertaining novel that is both poignant and pointed . . . his satirist’s eye is impeccable . . . so limpidly does Wayne imitate the voice of a preteen celebrity, he risks making it look easy.”


—Jess Walter, The New York Times Book Review (cover review and Editors’ Choice)
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To my sister and brothers and parents




I want my world to be fun. No parents, no rules, no nothing. Like, no one can stop me. No one can stop me.


—Justin Bieber


Complete control, even over this song.


—The Clash, “Complete Control”





CHAPTER 1


Las Vegas


I hit the remote control next to the bed and turned on the lights to play The Secret Land of Zenon. Normally the game helped me fall asleep after a show. But tonight I was too wired, so after a while on Level 63 I paused it and called Jane’s room next door. Maybe talking to her would calm me down, or at least she could give me one of her zolpidems.


It rang six times before going to the hotel’s voice mail. I tried her cell.


“Jonathan?” Jane said through loud background music.


“I thought you were staying in tonight,” I said. From the song’s bass line, I could tell it was Madonna’s “Like a Virgin,” which has a dance groove that closely mimics “Billie Jean,” even though it’s directly influenced by that old Motown song “I Can’t Help Myself.” But pretty much everyone rips off bass lines.


“The label asked me to meet a radio producer for a drink,” she said. “And turn off the game.”


Zenon still plays background music when it’s paused, synthesized strings and light percussion, and I guess she could hear it over the Madonna. It’s savvy audience-loyalty retention strategy, because it reminds you the world of Zenon is still there, always waiting for you to come back.


“I can’t sleep. When are you coming home?”


“I’m not sure. Take a zolpidem.”


“I finished all the ones you gave me. Can Walter or someone from concierge get the bottle from your room?”


“Absolutely not,” she said. “I don’t want anyone poking through my stuff. You’ll have to fall asleep on your own.”


I ran my hand over the puffy white comforter. Hotel beds are way too big, like the mattress and sheets are swallowing you up and you could disappear inside them if you aren’t careful, and it can be harder to fall asleep in a luxury king than it used to be in a sleeping bag on the carpet at Michael Carns’s house.


“Can you sing the lullaby, at least?” I asked. Sometimes it made me sleepier.


She waited a few seconds. Then she quietly sang the part of the lullaby that goes


Hush-a-bye, don’t you cry


Go to sleepy, little baby


Go to sleepy, little baby


When you wake, you shall have


All the pretty little horses


All the pretty little horses


She doesn’t have a great voice, but she sang it slow and low. “I’m sorry for snapping before, but try to go to sleep,” she said. “We have an early start and a big day tomorrow.”


“Good night, Jane.”


“Good night, baby,” she said, and hung up.


I put down the phone and stared at it. It was easy for her to say I should try to fall asleep when she wasn’t the one who’d just performed for two hours in front of a capacity crowd of 17,157 fans and had to take a meeting with the label tomorrow back in L.A., who was probably going to voice their concerns that the new album hadn’t meaningfully charted yet, which meant it never would, since sales momentum rarely reverses at this stage in the game unless there’s a major publicity coup. And now that I’d convinced myself zolpidem was the only way, I didn’t have a chance without it.


Walter needed his shut-eye to be alert enough to protect me, and I wasn’t supposed to call Nadine for nontutoring issues unless it was an emergency and she didn’t like it when I took zolpidem, plus neither of them could get access to Jane’s room anyway and they might tell her I’d asked them.


I had one other option, but I’d never tried anything like this on tour before. If it didn’t work, I’d be in big trouble, but thinking about my schedule the next few days, a bad night’s sleep might be worse. My body shook a little as I picked the phone up again and called the front desk.


“Hi,” I said. “I’m in 2811. Can I get into 2810, belonging to Jane Valentine, under the name Jane Valentino?”


The woman who answered sounded black, but it’s hard to locate accents in a city like Vegas, where everyone’s from someplace else. She went, “I’m sorry, but we can’t allow anyone access to guest rooms.”


I told her I was Jane’s son, Jonny, and it was okay. “Hold up,” she said. “You’re Jonny Valentine?”


I said yeah, and she laughed. “Uh-huh, right,” she said. Her voice changed the way it does when people think I’m fooling them. “Even if you were Jonny Valentine, I don’t know if I could do it.”


I was probably checked in under James or Jason Valentino, so I told her that, and said, “If I could prove who I am, will you let me in?” and she said she’d believe it when she saw it, so I asked where she was working and what her name was.


Then my body really started shaking, except part of it was from setting the thermostat to sixty-four since colder temperatures make you burn more chub. I changed out of my pajamas and put on my sunglasses and Dodgers hat and stood on top of a chair to scope out the peephole for any child predators. If I ran into someone without Walter providing crowd buffer to prevent interference or trampling or abduction, I needed something to cover my face, so I grabbed the teen-demo glossy with my one-page write-up in it that the label had messengered over in the morning. It wasn’t the smartest disguise, because there was a small photo of me in the top horizontal strip, which meant my plan was to cover my real face with a picture of my face. But, as usual, Tyler Beats owned the central real estate and commanded consumer attention, with a candid of him holding hands with a brunette actress and the headline TYLER’S NEW SQUEEZE!


I poked my head out to make sure the hall was clear. It might’ve been fun to do this with someone else, but on my own, it was way scarier than preshow butterflies at the MGM Grand Garden Arena.


I didn’t have Walter with me getting clearance to use the freight elevator, so I inhaled down to my diaphragm and ran to the regular bank. If we’d had penthouse suites, I could’ve just taken a private elevator to the private concierge lounge, but the label didn’t spring for them in every city this tour. They didn’t want to do it at all at first, but Jane fought them to a compromise.


One was coming down, and the closer it got to the twenty-eighth floor, the more nervous it made me that I was going somewhere by myself. I didn’t know what would be worse, encountering a child predator or Jane finding out I’d left my room alone.


So I imagined I was playing Level 63. Instead of being in Vegas, I was in The Secret Land of Zenon, and I wasn’t trying to get the key-card to Jane’s room, I was looking for the key to a locked castle door. The easiest part was pretending about experience points, since you get them in Zenon for exploring and experimenting with different actions you don’t do in other games. Like if you reach a real locked castle door and don’t have the key, you might get points for picking the lock, or breaking it down with your sword, or setting it on fire with a torch, or casting a spell to destroy all nearby wood. You don’t know what gives you the most points until you do it, and when you get enough, a gem appears, which means you can fight the Emperor’s minion on that level and advance to the next one. Most of the time, I don’t even care much about getting to the next level. I just like doing whatever I want, seeing what gives me experience points, and wandering around wherever I want in Zenon, over the tall mountains and through the deep forests and into the dark dungeons.


The elevator opened with a gray-haired guy in a relaxed-fit suit and tie. He looked up from his phone at me for a couple seconds when the door slid open, but I think he was wondering what a random kid in sunglasses was doing by himself in a Vegas hotel elevator at ten o’clock on a Thursday night. That’s the nice thing about flying business class, the business guys are too far out of my demo to visually ID me, unless they have daughters who are rabid fans. He seemed safe, but I sized him up like Walter would, since sometimes the guys who look the most normal are the biggest pervs of all.


I got in and held up the glossy over my face. Jane was pissed they’d pushed back the pub date to over two weeks into the tour, after we’d already finished the South and Southwest legs. At least we still had the heartland ahead of us, where I need to bulk up my presence so I don’t project only a bicoastal identity, which is funny considering I’m from St. Louis, but St. Louis isn’t high-tier enough for me to strongly connect with it. Geographic background is a tightrope you have to walk carefully.


I folded it over to my profile to read it. I’d been putting it off all day, because in the interior photo I wasn’t wearing a track sweater and was slouched over and it looked like I had way more stomach chub than I actually did, and they didn’t help me out with Photoshop.


Will He Be Your Valentine?


by Wendy Detay


Send an RSVP to your local arena: Jonny Valentine is cruising into your city! We caught up with the eleven-year-old heartthrob before he launched his cross-country Valentine Days tour on New Year’s Eve, with shows in thirty cities over forty-six days, as he dished about what song made him want to be a pop star (Michael Jackson’s “Billie Jean”), what his life goal is (“To share the music and the love”), and, of course . . . girls!


“I love spoiling girls with one-on-one face time,” JV says, brushing his world-famous blond hair out of his eyes as his mother and manager, Jane, watches over him in their Los Angeles home. “Like, if a girl wants to see a movie, I’ll surprise her and rent out the whole theater just for us, like the rest of the world doesn’t exist, with all the popcorn and soda we want. It’s awesome.”


But the Angel of Pop swears there’s no one in his life right now—he’s focused on his supersonic career. And what he’s most psyched about is his final show on the tour, on Valentine’s Day at New York City’s Madison Square Garden.


“It’s every performer’s dream to play the Garden, but I’ve only been to New York before on business trips,” says the “Guys vs. Girls” singer in his crush-worthy voice. “And we’re bundling it with an Internet live-stream for $19.95.”


I was glad the writer hadn’t asked why I’d never played the Garden before, because we always had gate-receipt conflicts with the bookers that Jane finally ironed out, but I was even gladder she’d put in the plug for the live-stream, which we were hoping would make it my exposure breakthrough in the untapped Asian market. The whole thing, the Garden debut plus the live-stream, could make this a brand-perception game changer, if we pulled it off.


The elevator stopped and a good-looking couple in their twenties got on in clubbing clothes, smelling like alcohol. They might be able to ID me. And if they did, and blabbed or Tweeted about it, it might end up in a tabloid or on the Internet, and it would eventually get back to Jane, and she’d enforce check-ins every half hour and not give me my own key-card, like on the first national tour. I held the glossy closer to my face like it was the most interesting article in the world, but I couldn’t focus on it to read the rest.


In real life you might encounter a child predator who could molest or kidnap or kill you, or a tourist who could take a candid of you with his phone and post it and create a mini-scandal, but in Zenon you encounter enemies who can reduce your damage percentage. The lower it gets, the slower and weaker you are, and if your damage percentage or anyone else’s hits zero percent, your ghost silently floats up into the air and the narrator’s voice and the screen both say, “Everyone must depart the realm sometime.” It’s for the thirteen-and-up demo, but Jane let me get it anyway. The online version against real people is supposed to be different, but I haven’t played it because who knows what kind of crazies I’d meet out there.


The business guy’s finger pecked at his phone like a bird’s beak until we hit the lobby. The younger guy told his girlfriend how everything that happened tonight was definitely going to stay in Vegas. People repeat everything they see in commercials. Yeah, what they did here, they’d keep private. Gossip about riding in an elevator with a celeb didn’t count. My stomach kept tightening up every few seconds, especially when the guy got off-balance and put his hand on the wall near me for support, but they were so into themselves and drunk that they didn’t notice me.


We got out, and with the blinking lights and sounds of the casino on the ground floor like an overproduced video and song, I blended in more easily and could’ve passed for being on vacation with my parents. I found the lobby desks and saw a black woman with gold glasses and the name tag ANGELA behind one. She was fit for her age, which I’d guess was thirty-seven or thirty-eight. I’m getting almost as good at the age game as Jane.


A few people were in line, so I waited to one side with my back turned and pretended to be reading the glossy. What would really kill my chances was if a tween girl spotted me. But I was the only kid around. When no one else was near, I walked over to Angela and lifted up my sunglasses for a second. “Is this enough proof?”


She put her hand over her mouth and was like, “Oh, my God, you weren’t joking! Wait till I tell my girls about this, they play ‘Guys and Girls’ twenty-four-seven!”


Normally I’m only a little annoyed when adults act this crazy around me and forget I’m in the room with them, except Angela made me extra pissed since she could’ve sparked crowd interest and she called it “Guys and Girls,” not “Guys vs. Girls.” There’d been like a five-hour discussion with the label when we produced it about vs. or and.


But I acted like a consummate professional. “If it wasn’t for my fans I wouldn’t be here. Everything I do belongs to them,” I said. Angela was still in shock and I don’t think she really heard me, so I waited a few seconds, also to make it not sound like this was all I cared about. “So, do you think you can get me the key-card to my mother’s room?”


“I don’t know.” She wasn’t so starstruck that she wasn’t worried she could get caught, the same way I was. “You’re not authorized in the system.”


“What if I give your kids an autograph and let you take a picture?”


She looked around to make sure no one was watching. No one was, and she pushed a hotel stationery pad and pen over the desk. “Write it to Ashley and Lucy,” she said. Offering the autograph was like gaining thirty experience points in Zenon.


I grabbed the pad and wrote a “Songs, Smiles, and ♥ JV” autograph, which I basically do without thinking now like when Dr. Henson hits my knee with that little hammer. Angela took a photo of me with her phone and gave me a key-card and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone about this, okay?” which relaxed my diaphragm because it meant she wasn’t going to tell anyone, either, plus the photo could’ve been taken at any time so I didn’t have to worry about it getting back to Jane. I waited until the elevator area was clear before going upstairs.


I got back to Jane’s door without running into anyone else. The locked castle door. I knocked in case she’d gotten back, but no one answered. When I opened it, the lights were on and a bunch of dresses and thongs and shoes were scattered around one of Jane’s open suitcases like a mage from Zenon had cast an explosion spell inside it. She throws a fit if there’s any mess or dirt at home, but she’s a slob in hotels.


One of her toiletry kits was between the two bathroom sinks, and the zolpidem bottle was inside. That was Level 63’s gem, the zolpidem. I shook out one of the tiny rectangles. It’s harder to wake up when you’ve had two.


I turned off the lights to save energy, but when I did there was still something blue glowing from the back of the room. Jane’s computer was open on the desk, and it was on my Twitter account’s sign-out screen. It’s super-important to have a strong social media presence, and Jane’s always going, When interviewers ask you about your Twitter, say you love reaching out directly to your fans, and I’m like, I don’t even know how to use Twitter or what the password is because you disabled my laptop’s wireless and only let me go on the Internet to do homework research or email Nadine assignments, and she says, I’m doing you a big favor, it’s for nobodies who want to pretend like they’re famous and for self-promoting hacks without PR machines, and adults act like teenagers passing notes and everyone’s IQ drops thirty points on it. Jane hasn’t set up her own Twitter since she doesn’t have as much brand awareness.


I went over to the computer and Googled my name in a new window. It was the same stuff I always saw, tons of pictures and videos and fan sites and articles and blog posts and the “Jonny Valentine Legal Countdown Page” this gay guy set up that has a timer ticking down to my eighteenth birthday that Jane tried to take down but he has a legal right to keep up because he’s not explicitly being a child predator. It was at 2,248 days, one hour, thirty-three minutes, and sixteen seconds. I watched it tick down a few more seconds.


There was too much to go through, and some of it I couldn’t access anyway since Jane had a parental block on and it thought a lot of regular sites were porn sites, sort of like how normal-looking guys might be child predators.


I was about to close the browser and get out before she caught me, but I noticed a piece of paper sticking out of an envelope at the corner of the desk. It was one page, and there were a lot more underneath it in the envelope. The stationery address listed a law office in L.A. called Bergman Ellis Jacobson & Walsh and the top said


VIA OVERNIGHT MAIL AND EMAIL


Re: Albert Derrick Valentino


Jane always told me my father didn’t have a middle name, so I almost didn’t recognize his name at first. I tried reading it:


Per our telephone conversation on 1/12, until we are able to determine the identity of the individual(s) referred to in the letter dated 1/7, we cannot seek any judicial remedy. However, we recommend the following precautionary measures.


The rest of the page was all legal language, and I’m usually okay at understanding financial terms because Jane reviews my contracts with me, but I couldn’t figure any of this out, and I was afraid to take out the other papers from the envelope in case I screwed up the order. I slipped the page back in where it had been and spun in the chair once around the room to make sure I was still alone and for fun.


Then, even though it was a high-risk decision, since if Jane caught me she wouldn’t just enforce check-ins, she’d take away my game system, too, I double-checked that Jane’s computer was preset for private browsing like it always is, and Googled “Albert Valentino.”


All the usual info about him being my father and how nobody knows anything about him came up, like that he left our house when I was five or six, and even I don’t know which it is or when they got divorced because Jane doesn’t hardly ever talk about him. The times I’ve asked, she says something like, Jonathan, remember that your father left and the one person in this whole world who will always stick with you is me, everyone else will try to take from you, but people who love you will give to you.


Once in a million years, though, she’ll slip and say something nice about him, like when we saw this war movie on TV two Christmases ago with a telegenic young Irish actor, the first time he came on-screen Jane whispered to herself, “God, Al,” and at the end of the movie, when the Irish actor jumps in front of his general before a grenade goes off and he departs the realm, Jane cried a Jacuzzi, and it had to be because the actor looked like my father, since it was a mostly crap movie and he was the caliber of actor who you could tell was repeating someone else’s words. I only have a couple memories of him and don’t totally remember what he looked like, just brownish hair and that he smelled like cigarettes. If we ever had any pictures, Jane threw them out.


Then I Googled something I’d never Googled before: “Albert Derrick Valentino.”


There weren’t many hits, and they were all about people or things that weren’t my father, but I went to the second page anyway, and when I did, something stopped me. His name showed up in a Jonny Valentine fan forum.


A bunch of comments from a message on December 24 were from haters, saying I was gay or sounded like a girl or they hope I’ll get electrocuted onstage when I cry into my mike. When Jane sees this stuff she’s like, It’s not the Internet that makes people stupid and annoying, they were always stupid and annoying, now it’s in our face. But at the bottom of the message, a commenter named “Albert Derrick Valentino” wrote, “If Jonny is reading this, he can contact me.”


His email address was listed, but that was it. There were a lot of impostors pretending to be either me or Jane or sometimes my brother or sister who don’t even exist and once in a while my father, but I never saw anyone use a middle name, and especially with our old last name, which only the rabid fans know about, not the lay fans, and not say he was my father. The media never pays them any attention because they know they’re fakes, but I always guessed my real father never went to the media. Or maybe he did, but Jane shut it down by threatening a publicity freeze-out to whoever was going to break the story.


I Googled “Albert Derrick Valentino Jonny Valentine.” A bunch of different fan sites came up, and he’d posted the same message in each of their forums, all on December 24, at different times over the whole day. So it probably wasn’t a spam-bot. It was a real person. I just didn’t know if it was actually my father.


My hand was shaking over the touch pad like it does sometimes holding the mike preshow, and I got worried Jane would come back and find me reading it. I scribbled the email address on a piece of hotel stationery in case the post got erased and made sure the letter was exactly where it had been and left her room with the lights on like it was before even though it’s wasteful.


Back in my room next door I buried the stationery in the pocket of a pair of jeans in a suitcase. Was that message really from my father or an impostor? If it was an impostor, how did he know my father’s middle name? And if it was my father, why didn’t he say anything else besides telling me I could contact him, which was a weird way to say it?


I was thinking about it so much I got even more awake. I could have taken the zolpidem, but I was also excited to get back to Zenon now that I’d pretended to be playing it in real life.


So I loaded my saved game, and after a few minutes of traveling through a forest I encountered a horse. First I tried riding the horse, which didn’t do anything. I reloaded and damaged the horse, and it jumped up on its back legs and kicked at me, but my two-handed sword was too powerful and I got it all bloody and its horse ghost floated up in the air, except that didn’t give me any experience points, either. The second time I reloaded, I fed it a loaf of bread in my inventory. My experience points went up by seventeen, and a gem appeared on the ground.


I picked up the gem, and a few seconds later the Emperor’s minion jumped out from behind a tree. He was a regular-looking soldier in chain-mail armor, with a curved sword and shield. We battled, and he reduced my damage to seven percent and I thought I was going to depart the realm, but I came back and knocked his shield away and hacked him down to zero percent, and the narrator’s voice and screen said, “You have defeated the minion of Level Sixty-three and advanced to the next level of The Secret Land of Zenon. You must pass through thirty-seven additional levels until you encounter the Emperor.”


That’s the other cool thing, how you don’t have a name in it. Other games, they’d give you a stupid name, like Kurgan or Dragonslayer or even just the Warrior. In Zenon you’re only you.


Finishing a level always helped me feel less wound up. I turned off the game and popped the zolpidem. I’d be able to conquer sleep now, and sleep was the Emperor’s minion. We had an early start and a big day tomorrow.





CHAPTER 2


Los Angeles (First Day)


Walter waited for the room service guy who’d delivered my breakfast to leave before tasting it first for me. He always makes some joke about how it’s not poisoned but it might as well be, because it’s a three-egg-white omelet with spinach, no hash browns or toast, which are straight carbs, and coffee, no dairy. Walter eats meat and fried food and ordered a salad like once in his life, since he’s from Nashville, where he has three daughters he’s on the child-support hook to his old lady for and where we’ll play later in the tour and which still has a strong country base that’s difficult for pure pop acts to penetrate. He’s about 250 pounds, which is half muscle from lifting four days a week, but half fat because he says walking from a hotel or venue to the car service counts as cardio. He says chasing around his daughters used to keep his weight down. Now he just has to walk briskly by my side, but I’m not supposed to run indoors because of injury risk and I definitely shouldn’t in public or it might spark crowd interest and trigger a stampede. I bet he was fun with his daughters, though.


I thought of asking him about the legal letter and telling him about the Internet fan-forum messages, but first of all, Walter never went on the Internet, and second, even though he wouldn’t tell Jane, I didn’t want to make it so he had to lie to her.


He left to eat in one of the hotel restaurants with the rest of the crew, and I sipped my drink and imagined the coffee beans were fighting the early onset dementia that Grandma Pat had maybe passed down to me and Jane, and they were using the paralyze spell from Zenon, which freezes your enemies for a few seconds. There should be an early onset dementia spell, too, which places your enemy in an old-age home.


After breakfast Walter came back to escort me down to the basement service exit, and I put on my sunglasses and a Detroit Tigers hat because I’d been wearing the Dodgers hat three days in a row. You never want to alienate fans in different markets, even though my following is all girls who think you score a touchdown in baseball. Jane is like, Let the paparazzi take your photo but make it look like you’re not letting them take it, so the baseball hat and sunglasses are perfect for that. And plus the baseball hat is my trademark now. Jane once showed me a big website that’s only candids of me in different hats.


In the bus parking lot, the star/talent bus was parked all the way past our five other buses and four eighteen-wheelers. Me and Walter boarded it and said hi to the driver, Kenny, and Jane weighed me on the scale near the front. Eighty-eight pounds. I’d started the tour eighteen days ago at eighty-six. You almost always drop weight when you’re performing, no matter how bad you’re eating, but I’d been raiding the minibars and gift-basket amenities more than normal, and now that I’d seen the number, I could tell I was getting beefier.


She didn’t say anything about it, but she didn’t have to. She just whipped out the hotel bill and said, “Three packages of candy. Thirty-two minutes on the bike, either now or later.”


“I sang and danced for two hours last night.”


“Are we going to argue about this every morning? That’s only six hundred calories, and it’s not sustained cardio that raises your metabolism,” she said. “You want your next publicity photos to show you with a gut, too?”


I chose the bike now, because it’s worse to have it waiting for you and I didn’t like seeing eighty-eight any more than she did. Before I left the driver’s section, Walter stepped on the scale. “I’ve gained six pounds,” he said, and patted his belly. I wanted to laugh, but Jane was already in a bad mood.


I walked into the living room, over the wooden floors and past the tan leather couches and TV and kitchen and bar and the three rows of bucket seats, up to the door leading to me and Jane’s bedrooms and the additional bunk beds. In front of the door was the mounted stationary bike. I strapped the seat-belt harness over me and programmed the bike on medium-intensity intervals. What would Jane say if I asked her about the letter in her room about my father? She’d probably pretend it was nothing, like about an impostor or something. She’d go even crazier if she found out I’d gone down to the lobby by myself to get the key-card for her room.


I biked and listened on my iPod to an album by a new British singer Jane downloaded for me, who’s got decent phrasings but a flat upper range. When this one track had about a minute of white noise, I overheard Jane and Rog talking quietly two rows up in the bucket seats. “I can’t believe I’ll be forty in three weeks,” she said. “The number sounds wrinkled.”


“Nonsense,” Rog said. “You look early thirties. If I were straight, I’d do you in a second.”


She looks early thirties from a distance because she’s short and how she dresses, and sometimes if she’s turned around and I don’t realize it’s her, I think she’s in her twenties. But when you have face time with her, if I had to play the age game, I’d guess forty-two or even -three.


“As if I’d let you, with your gray-haired balls,” Jane said, and they laughed. Jane’s going gray and is naturally mousy brown but dyes it blond, and Rog would be salt-and-pepper but he dyes it black. He says none of the queers in L.A. would even think about going for him if he didn’t, even though he’s a super-successful choreographer and voice coach who used to sing and dance on Broadway. He won’t say his age but I saw on our payroll that he’s fifty-three and makes $315,000 a year with bonuses for tours.


“Listen.” Jane twisted the thick silver ring she wears on her right hand’s middle finger. “When we go to Salt Lake City, the Mormons are gonna freak the fuck out if they see a gay working with Jonny.”


“I can’t wait,” Rog said.


“I know, but this time, it might be best if you lay low at the hotel and don’t come to the arena.”


The white-noise track on my iPod started up with music, but I pressed pause. Jane had never told Rog not to come to the arena before. If it was cover for a business decision, it didn’t make sense, because it was our album sales that were flat, not our ticket sales, which were still okay even if we weren’t selling out every single show within three minutes like last time.


Rog said, “Jane, we’re going to Salt Lake City next week, not in 1897.”


“Still, I don’t want to take the risk.”


“Who’s going to help him with his preshow tune-up?”


“I booked a woman for the night.” She twisted her ring some more.


I couldn’t see Rog’s face, but I knew he wasn’t happy. “I don’t like the idea of someone else messing with his routine.”


Jane got into her business-negotiations voice, which is like half an octave lower and she enunciates more clearly and with her diaphragm. “Rog, it’s one night. Please don’t make this difficult.”


Rog’s always asking Jane for salary advances, so he got quiet and said, “All right, I’ll lay low.”


I finished my workout and sang “Breathtaking” on the final stretch to simulate singing while I’m out of breath at the end of a concert and showered in me and Jane’s bathroom and went into my bedroom for tutoring with Nadine. She asked what I wanted to start with, and I said language/reading, which I’m best at even though I don’t do any pleasure reading, then science and history and math for last, which I used to be a numbskull at but I’ve gotten better from studying revenues and market breakdowns with Jane, and when it’s a subject that affects you, you care about it more, and Nadine tells me I have to work hard at math since I don’t want people cheating me out of my money when I’m older, except Jane shows me exactly how it’s getting diversified and invested in our portfolio. We don’t do Spanish till next year, so I can use it in interviews and maybe even sing a song in it to boost my Latin-market presence, but she teaches me a new word each session. Yo soy un cantante de música pop.


We finished our work early, so we did freewriting time at the end with a prompt from Nadine. Sometimes it’s song ideas, only I’m not allowed to write my own songs until I’m older and until then we have to go through the normal process, where the label rents studios for two weeks and invites all these professional songwriters and producers to collaborate on an album. Each song costs about eighty thousand dollars to produce from songwriting to mixing and mastering, not including marketing, so we figured out that a twelve-song album costs almost a million. Marketing is where the money really goes. It’s better to have a poorly produced album with a robust marketing budget than a top-shelf producer but weak marketing muscle.


Today, though, she said, “Jonny, write down all the feelings you had today.”


I said, “What do you mean?”


“Tell me a feeling you had.”


If I told her about the legal letter and the Internet message, she’d want to talk more about it and would probably mention it to Jane since she’s as scared as anyone about child predators. So I decided I wouldn’t tell anyone about it.


Finally I said, “When I heard the wake-up call, I was mad.”


“Why were you mad?”


“Because I hate being woken up.”


The bedroom door was open a few inches, and she got up and closed it. Her shirt rode up her back a few inches when she did it, and it showed her pale skin. She’s five-three and won’t tell me how many pounds but I’d guess 110 because she’s not fat and is only twenty-six and a half, but she also never goes to the gym so it’s not a toned 110. It’s better to be a toned 120 than a flabby 110. Muscular marketing for mediocre content. “Why do you hate it?”


“I want to sleep.”


“Why else, though?”


“Beats me.” The name of Tyler’s smash hit and album, but I bet Nadine didn’t even know that. I’ve never heard of the bands she likes.


“I want you to think about this, Jonny.” She squinted as the sun bounced through my window onto her eyes and turned them from blue to green. “The only way to understand yourself is by articulating your thoughts.”


“Articulating is when you separate out the notes you’re singing,” I said. “You want me to sing my thoughts?”


“It also means figuring out what you want to say, and saying it. Using language to describe what you mean.”


I articulated, “I get tired.”


“You get tired in the mornings?”


“No, I mean I get tired of waking up early every day.”


“When you’re on tour, you mean?”


“No. Every day.”


She wedged her pen behind her ear so it got lost in her black hair. “You’ve never said this before.”


I shrugged, and she asked why I was saying this for the first time. I was about to say, “Because you asked,” but Bill, the head crew guy, who was riding on our bus today because he had to confab with Jane and the label over crew changes when we got to L.A., knocked on the door and stuck his head in. He has a big beard he’s always scratching and muscles on his arms like little rocks are poking out under his skin with tattoo sleeves on both of them. In a few years I can lift with Walter but not now because we want to keep me slim and boyish. I wonder if Albert Derrick Valentino lifts.


Bill said, “Three hours, guys, and the driver needs a break so we’re stopping for grub.”


So Nadine reminded me the next unit was on slavery and we were going to read some autobiographies of slaves, and she showed me a few and I said, “Nadine, can we get the kid versions of these?” and she said no, they cut out all the sad stuff and whitewashed what it really meant to be a slave, and it’s important to hear from the victims of exploitation themselves since history is always written by the victors. I asked, “Why are all the guys who write history named Victor?” and she was like, “Ha-ha, very cute, Jonny,” and messed up my hair, which Jane doesn’t like people to do but I didn’t have a show that night, and I don’t mind when Nadine does it.


I asked Jane could I please get a vanilla shake, and she sized me up and pinched the side of my waist and got about half an inch of chub. It stung but she said yes, so long as I did seven additional minutes of cardio before we got to L.A., and I said, “I’ll do a million minutes of high-intensity intervals.” She let me get a small, and I drank it without stopping except when we passed a cemetery on the highway and I held my breath. Jane taught me that game on our first tour, but she doesn’t play it herself.


Me and Rog went into my room for voice lessons. He recorded the start time and told me we’d logged 2,568 hours of practice together and had 7,432 to go. Jane read in a book you need to practice ten thousand hours at anything to become the best at it. Me and Nadine figured out last week when we were on fractions that at this rate I’ll reach ten thousand hours in about eight and two-thirds years, so when I’m twenty and one-half years old, which is around the peak age for global presence in the music industry for girls because they get cellulite and wrinkles after that, but guys peak a little older. I asked Jane if I’ll be as good as MJ after ten thousand hours, and she said, “No, you’ll be better than MJ.” Ronald says a more attainable goal is becoming the next Tyler Beats, and he’s the head of the label so he knows. Jane spends a lot of time studying his career, and if she isn’t sure about something, she asks people what Tyler would do. He started off in the teen demo, but evolved into broad-spectrum appeal.


First Rog was pissed that Jane let me have a shake since dairy is crap for the vocal cords. Then when I reminded him I’m allowed one dairy per day for the calcium and my voice sounded off on the word calcium, he was like, “Did your voice just crack?” and I had to say for the millionth time, “No, I’ll let you know when I hit puberty,” and I rolled up the sleeves of my T-shirt and said, “See, no hair?”


We did octaves warm-ups like we always do on “Oh, say can you see,” since the first time I ever did octaves was when the music teacher Mrs. Vincent had all the second-graders sing that line the lowest we could and the highest, and now it’s like my superstitious ritual. She’d gone through each of us in class and most of the kids didn’t have hardly any range. Then she got to me. I hit my lowest octave and her face changed like, What? because it’s way lower than my speaking voice, and she said, “Can you do that again?” and I did it again no problem. She asked me to do the highest I could, and I did it probably 2.5 octaves higher. I didn’t have the 3.4 range I have now, which Rog thinks I’ll get a clean four octaves eventually because I have a lean muscle aperture. Mrs. Vincent asked me to repeat both, so I did, and she told me to sing the whole song, which I knew from baseball games and was the main way I’d practiced singing before. I added some vibrato for the last line even though I didn’t know the name of it then but I’d seen singers do it on reality shows. When I was finished she was very still and quiet and just said, “That’s very nice, Jonathan, very nice.”


That night Jane said Mrs. Vincent had called her and told her I had the best natural voice she ever heard, and Jane was crying when she hung up and said she always knew I was talented from the way I’d echo songs playing in the supermarket, when I’d wait behind the checkout aisle for her to finish her Schnucks shifts, and that this was the start of something big. I was only seven years old but I was like, “Okay, but why are you crying if you’re happy, Mommy?” and Jane was hugging me and said, “Because you’re my beautiful baby boy, Jonathan.” My father had already left by then. I don’t know what he would’ve said.


Me and Rog ended with an analysis session of Buddy Holly’s “Everyday.” He’s been on a Buddy Holly kick lately, and he said to pay attention to the simplicity of the melody and instrumentation, the drummer just beating out the rhythm by slapping his knee, how it wouldn’t work without Holly’s vocal control and textural smoothness. He had me imitate his “a-hey” and the way he slows down and ranges up and down the scale within a word like his voice is going over a speed bump. I told him to pass on to whoever top-lines the next album that I wanted to do something like this in a song.


When we wrapped up, I said, “Don’t worry, I won’t let anyone mess with my routine in Salt Lake City.”


“Thanks.” He stopped putting his notes away and looked at me. “But after, let Jane know you prefer my techniques. We’re in this together. Right?”


“Right.”


“Good. You’re going to have a long career if you stick with what I tell you.”


As a voice coach, Rog is one of the best out there, but there are probably better choreographers. That’s one reason he has me focus on my singing, even though he says it’s since anyone can dance but no one can sing as naturally angelic as me.


The other reason is that he’s the oldest person on our team. Definitely older than Walter. Up close his eyes crinkle into wrinkles like cat whiskers, and he’s super-tan, but when he looked at me just then, I thought, Man, if I played the age game right now, I’d guess Rog is like sixty, which I don’t usually think because he’s still in good shape, but last week when we were finishing up the Southwest leg of the tour, he was teaching me a new eight-count move with a jump and a deep knee bend, and when he demoed it for me there was a loud crack! like his knees were going, Uh, thanks but no thanks for the ten million hours of dance practice, Rog, and he acted like it didn’t hurt but he didn’t do any more demos the rest of the day and iced it for half an hour later and popped a bunch of Vikes and told me not to tell Jane since she gets too nervous about other people’s health, which isn’t really true. She only gets nervous about mine and hers.


I said, “I know, Rog.”


We had two nights in L.A. with a concert the second night, so all the backup singers and dancers and crew guys were excited about going home with a day off. But me and Jane didn’t have it off, because the talent’s work is never done, so we had the big strategy session with Ronald scheduled for lunch, which is why we had the early start. I was like, Jane, can’t you go without me, I never have any creative input in these meetings anyway, but she said that Ronald specifically requested me to be present, and Ronald controls the purse strings so we have to pick our battles.


We finally got back into L.A. after a century on the highway. Our bus dropped me and Jane and Walter off at the Ivy. It’s the main L.A. restaurant Jane knew about before we moved here, and the minute we signed for my advance from the label she took me there for dinner.


There were about ten paparazzi, which isn’t that much. You could tell they were bottom-feeder paparazzi, not just because they were stuck working the daytime Ivy shift, but because they dressed really bad and stood out from the lunch crowd. My bus doesn’t have any markings on it, so they didn’t know who it was until we got out. Then they were all like, “Jonny, how’s the tour?” or “Jane, looking hot, give us a smile,” which I thought she might do since me and her got our teeth whitened by Dr. Kim pretour, but she didn’t, and Walter barked in his policeman voice, “Guys, give ’em some air, you’ll all get your nice pictures but you gotta back up!” I always let Jane do the talking and I just smile and once in a while dance if they ask but never sing. You have to save it for when people pay. They shouted for me to do my trademark spin move, but Jane shook her head at me. People must have asked MJ to do the moonwalk all the time, too.


We went up the stairs and through the patio and Julian at the front smiled at us and told us our table was ready. Jane likes the table right next to the fireplace, with her back to the wall. Walter stayed outside and Jane ordered a burger for him to go.


Ronald wasn’t there yet, so Jane got an Ivy gimlet plus a Diet Coke for me and asked the waiter to take away the bowl of mixed nuts, even though he told her there weren’t any peanuts. When he brought me my drink I said, “Thank you,” and “Thank you” again when he set Jane’s down since she never makes eye contact with waiters. Maybe it’s because she used to be a waitress before Schnucks and before she was a secretary for a few months at a marketing firm, and she said it was the worst job she ever had, so that should make you friendlier to waiters, except we go to gourmet restaurants where they’re paid pretty good, and she worked at a diner. But she’s a generous tipper, and sometimes it shows up in the press that she gave a tip bigger than the meal, so people might think she does it for that, but it’s really because she used to get stiffed by her customers all the time.


Jane worked on her phone while we waited. I straightened up in my seat to see. I wondered if she knew about the comments from Albert Derrick Valentino, too. But she wasn’t on any fan sites or Twitter. She was browsing my mobile app and probably coming up with ideas for how to diversify it and attract more JV/Varsity Club memberships. She has a lot of street cred in the industry for her innovation in the digital space, and she’s an excellent multitasker and doesn’t waste time when she’s working. She says it’s from years of packing grocery bags and dealing with screaming mothers and crying babies and her asshole supervisor and incompetent coworkers. Ronald calls her “the Architect” because right when she started she had an idea of how to build my career and insisted she would be my manager, even though the label strongly recommended an experienced manager, but she was always into movie stars and celebs and used to take old copies of InStyle and Us Weekly and Star home from Schnucks and read them for hours at night, except now they’re tentative allies who could betray us any second and we’ve got to be careful.


Ronald was late, so Jane asked for another gimlet and Diet Coke. When he showed up in a few minutes he apologized for the delay, but Jane said, “That’s fine, we just ordered our first drinks.”


Ronald is only a couple inches taller than Jane and balding but he has a raspy voice that makes everyone pay attention and dresses in expensive suits so he seems taller. He’d brought a woman a few years younger than Jane that we’d never met before. She wore black-framed glasses that made her look smart, and she was thin without looking like she had to work out for it.


“This is Stacy Palter,” he said. “She’s our new EVP of creative.”


Stacy smiled like an emoticon and said, “Jonny, I’m a huge fan of ‘Guys vs. Girls’ and just about everything else you’ve recorded. And, Jane, I’m really excited to be working with you.”


Jane smiled back a little when she said hello. After they sat down, she asked, “So, Stacy, how long have you been in the industry? I only ask because you seem quite young to be head of creative.” Jane was good at flipping someone’s advantage into a weakness.


Stacy laughed once to herself and looked at Ronald for a second and said, “Well, I began as an intern while I was at Columbia—”


“Did you work with Dan Freedman there?” Jane asked.


“Which department is he in?”


“Creative.”


“Oh!” Stacy laughed again. “I’m so sorry, I meant Columbia University, not Columbia Records. I interned for a few indie labels when I was a student there. Econ major.”


Jane smiled but didn’t say anything, so Stacy talked about how she’d gotten a job in the industry after she graduated and then became Ronald’s assistant and worked in creative at another label before Ronald poached her.


Ronald grinned with his crooked old-person teeth like he was her father and they were used to joking around. “Enticed, Stacy, I enticed you back,” he said. “Stacy’s got a gimlet eye for spotting talent and knows how to position artists better than anyone else at the label.” I was trying to figure out if gimlet eye meant the same thing as Jane’s drink, but didn’t want to interrupt Ronald, who added, “The opening group that’s filling in for the rest of the tour, the Latchkeys? Stacy found them.”


“I haven’t had a chance to give them a listen yet,” Jane said.


“They play edgy rock, literate lyrics. The front man, Zack Ford, dresses in a vintage suit,” Stacy said. “Stones meets the early Strokes.”
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