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To all who’ve lost their words






Track [1] “Stella Was a Diver and She Was Always Down”/Interpol



Fen

Two summers ago

I was in a daze. That’s the only explanation I have for why I thought Eddie and I could sneak inside the villa without anyone noticing. It was nearly one in the morning—past house curfew. Of course Mama was waiting in her nightgown on the bench by the staircase. I just didn’t expect her to be sitting in the dark.

She turned to us like a haunted doll in a horror movie, face lit eerily by her phone’s screen, and I couldn’t tell if she was angry or upset. That couldn’t be good.

“Don’t tell Dad I let you drive his car,” Eddie whispered as he closed the Mediterranean wrought iron security gate in front of the door. “I forgot the code. You re-larm it. Relarm. Ha! Rlaaarm.” He snorted a laugh and finally looked across the foyer. “Oh, shiiit… Mama. You scared me. What’s that movie where the doll is haunted? You know the one, Fen.”

I didn’t answer because he was obviously still drunk, and that was the main reason why tonight was such a disaster. The other being that my brother thought he was a god.

“Why haven’t you answered my texts?” Mama asked me. Not Eddie. Even though he was eighteen and would start college in the fall. He was the oldest. “I’ve been calling like the world is coming to an end. Do you think I enjoy leaving voicemails? I do not.”

“My phone isn’t working. It got wet. I need to put it in rice or something. So much for that waterproof thing.”

“It’s only waterproof to a certain deepness, duh,” Eddie said, kicking off his shoes.

“Depth,” I corrected wearily. And what would he know? Nothing, that’s what.

Mama hurried across the dark foyer, nightgown swishing, and stopped in a slant of moonlight that streamed through the door gate. As she pushed dark curls away from her face, her gaze jumped from Eddie (disgust—she knew he was drunk) to my face (angry that I was involved) to the watery footprints on the terra-cotta tile around my sneakers. “What is this? You’re soaked? What happened? Are you okay? Fennec? Why won’t you answer me?”

When Jasmine Sarafian asks Too Many Questions, it’s only a matter of time. She fires them like a volley of arrows, knowing one will hit its mark and kill you.

“He jumped in the dam. Kapoosh!” Eddie said. “And saved a girl who was drowning when we were checking out a band at Betty’s.”

You freakin’ peanut brain. I swear.… How could I help him when he was trying to get us caught? I mean, that’s what it felt like.

Mama went very still. “You were out at the dam?”

“Sorry,” Eddie said, shrugging. “Some friends talked us into it. You know how it is.”

“Us? You took Fen? I know what kids do out there, Eddie. They drink and get high. Your brother just turned sixteen!”

“Never too young to be a hero,” Eddie said, golden face dimpling as he flashed her a drunken smile. “Be proud, Mama.”

Oh, how I was hoping to avoid this conversation. If Eddie had been smarter—and trust me, he was not—he would’ve lied. Because listening to a band that was playing at Betty’s on the Pier was exactly where we were not supposed to be. Betty’s was a bar with a pavilioned stage at the end of its pier. If you were old enough to pay the cover charge, you got to watch the show under its outdoor pavilion. If you weren’t? Well… you caught shows from boats around the pier—or a little way off, where Blue Snake River met the lake, up on the Condor Dam. BYOB, and bring your younger brother along to lug the beer from the car while you’re partying with your friends.

Is drinking on the dam dangerous at night? Yes. Is it dumb? Absolutely. Everyone’s gone there to catch free shows at Betty’s for years. It’s practically a Condor Lake tradition, and the cops only bust it up at the end of the month when they need to make their quotas.

“Fennec,” Mama said, “I think you need to explain about this girl. Is it true?”

I tried to make my voice sound calm. “The dam is dark at night. She fell over the railing and went in the water. I think she hit her head on the rocks—she floated down toward the lake, and no one was helping her.”

“The band was loud,” Eddie clarified unhelpfully. “We didn’t hear her.”

Weren’t paying attention was more like it. My brother never paid attention to anyone but himself. “Anyway, I dove in and swam. I found her.”

“She wasn’t breathing,” Eddie added.

She died. I think she died. For a minute. A few seconds. I think she was dead.

There was no breath.

No life.

“What?” Mama said, eyes widening.

I just wish Eddie would have kept that between us. He was the one who nearly had a breakdown back on the beach and begged me not to tell our mom. Now he was yapping like this? I didn’t know if it was because he was drunk or just not bright upstairs.

Either way, now I had to explain the rest of it to Mama. “It wasn’t a big deal,” I told her in the most casual voice I could muster. “I found her in the water and pulled her in to shore. She wasn’t moving, so I did CPR on her. It didn’t take much. She coughed up water after a couple compressions.”

Push hard, push fast. She wasn’t a CPR dummy. She was a dying human, so small, and I didn’t know how hard to press. What if I broke her? What if I screwed it up?

It was the scariest thing I’d ever done in my life.

“Mother of God,” Mama whispered, clutching her chest. “I told your father those CPR classes were important. Thank you, Saint Gregory!”

Here come the saints. Gotta wind this up and fast. “Anyway, her head was bleeding—”

So much blood. I thought she was dead.

“—and she was out of it. Someone called an ambulance.”

“By then, the band stopped because people across the lake had noticed what was happening,” Eddie added.

“The ambulance came and took her away, just to monitor for concussion, or whatever. They said she’d be okay,” I assured Mama. They said she might have memory loss.

She might not remember that I pulled her out of the dam.

“Hero!” Eddie said, slapping me too hard on the back for the millionth time that night. I slugged him in the arm, and he staggered. “Ow, dude. That hurt, you freak.”

“Calm down,” I told him. “You’ll wake the twins.” If our brother and sister woke up, then Dad would be next. I couldn’t handle him right now.

Mama shook her head slowly, holding her mouth as if she couldn’t believe it. “Who, my baby? Who was the girl?”

I gave Eddie a quick but dirty look: Don’t blow this. Then I told Mama, “No idea. Just some summer girl, here for the festival.” Summer people: what we called the out-of-towners who flew, drove, and carpooled to turn two thousand of us into two hundred thousand by late July.

“You don’t know her name?” she asked, dark hair frizzing wildly around her temples.

And here’s where the real lying began. I knew exactly who she was. And I knew why she was at the dam: she was one of Eddie’s devotees who treated him like he was some kind of Pope.

I didn’t get it. He farted in his sleep, told dumb jokes, and had the worst taste in music. Yet, he could do no wrong. And it wasn’t just girls. His teachers adored him too. The only reason he even graduated from high school was because he charmed his way through makeup tests. I’d bet everything in my wallet that he couldn’t name the current US president; he thought Switzerland and Sweden were the same country.

And yet, one smile was all it took, and he had a passing grade. My dad was one of the most important people in town, but you wouldn’t know it. Eddie Sarafian was the real star.

“Who is this girl, Eduard?” Mama asked. “Was she with you?”

For once, Eddie had enough sense not to elaborate and incriminate himself. He just shook his head. A little too much, maybe, but he didn’t say anything. Like we’d rehearsed in the car. Like he’d begged me. I asked her to come to the dam. People are going to say this is my fault because that’s how people are. Cover for me, bro, he’d said, crying a little. I hadn’t seen him cry since we were kids. I wasn’t sure if it was the beer, or if he was scared of getting caught, or if he was upset about the girl because he genuinely liked her. Maybe all three, but it was still weird.

My mom’s brown eyes glinted in the moonlight as she stared at him, then me. My pulse sped. I didn’t think she was buying it. Why should she? Everyone knew Eddie, and Eddie knew everyone. He even knew the girl who almost drowned. He shouldn’t. She was my age—too young for Eddie. But I saw them talking earlier that night. Then I saw her crying.

That was a few minutes before she fell in the water.

Look. I’m not saying he was to blame. I didn’t even know what the two of them did. Eddie damn sure wouldn’t tell me. But I did know if Mama found out he was hitting on a sophomore, she’d be pissed. And she would explode in white-hot fury if she knew who the girl was.

Jane Marlow, the chauffeur’s daughter—Mad Dog Larsen’s chauffeur.

Oh, yes, that Mad Dog. The famous rock producer. Owner of Rabid Records.

Forget his Grammys. Forget the fact that he’d produced some of the biggest albums of the last couple decades. The problem was that Mad Dog only spent the summers here at Condor Lake because my dad sold him the dream of this town like he sold it to everyone, a fairy tale in the Sierra Nevada. My father was the last of the great music promotors. Serj Sarafian.

My dad created one of the biggest indie music festivals in California.

But he’d have lost the amphitheater and festival grounds that hosted it if he didn’t have a cash infusion from a major player. His nightmare was being forced to sell the whole thing off for half of what it was worth to a national events promoter.

Unless someone with a lot of money was willing to invest. Someone like Mad Dog.

And he came. He brought his family and his name to a multimillion-dollar summer house on the other side of the lake. And he started working with us, little by little. But the contract for the amphitheater was coming due in two years.

Mad Dog was extremely private about his family: four daughters by three different wives. But the rumor going around the lake was that the girl I pulled out of the water tonight could be his illegitimate daughter by one of the housekeepers who died years ago—and that the chauffeur might be raising her as his own kid. Who knew if that was even true, but if it was? If my mom found out that Eddie was messing around with Mad Dog’s youngest daughter while she fell off the watchtower and almost died—please, please, please don’t let her die tonight—and if Mad Dog found out Eddie had anything to do with her being out there?

My family could lose everything.

So I was lying for their sake—for my mom and the twins. Erasing Jane Marlow for them. Not for Eddie, who I resented tonight with a heavy blackness that sat in the pit of my stomach like a rock.

But it didn’t stop me from thinking about Jane’s face when I closed my eyes.

A light flicked to life in the arched doorway past the stairs. Ms. Makruhi, our nosy housekeeper. And was that the sound of twin feet above us? Please, no! I was on the verge of having a breakdown. I just wanted to get upstairs and go fall apart in the privacy of my own room without waking my father.

Was that too much to ask?

“My baby? My shining star?” my mom said, holding my face. “Fen-jan?”

“I’m okay, Mama.”

She nodded. “You’re a good boy. So honorable. Always thinking of others.”

That gutted me. Made me sick inside. I hated lying to her. My dad could fall in the dam for all I cared, but I did not enjoy lying to her. All I wanted to do was tell her that this was the worst night of my life, and that nothing was going to be okay again. But I said nothing.

“The family can always count on you,” Eddie said to me behind her back. The tone in his voice held something I couldn’t quite understand.

For a moment, I wondered if my brother wasn’t as dumb as I thought he was.





Condor Festival Freaks Private Messages


Eddie Sarafian:

What up remember me hozws it been girll

Jane Marlow:

Eddie?

Eddie Sarafian:

Ya haha its me, official checkmark and all wuzup

I saw yr name pop up on that thread in the app about band lighting

Thot id hit ya up. Howz LA? Been a few weeeks

Jane Marlow:

Wow. So surprising to hear from you. But good!

LA is the same. How’s Condor Lake? Hate that I missed the festival

Eddie Sarafian:

All good all good.

You recovered from the dam?

Heard u had speech therarpy??

Jane Marlow:

Small brain issues from being underwater so long. Not back in school yet

Eddie Sarafian:

Ugh. But no school? Sounds sweet hahaaha enjoy!

Jane Marlow:

Not really. It sucks

But my doctors say I should be OK in a few months

Eddie Sarafian:

Shit I feel awful.. Cannot tell you how sorry god

Jane Marlow:

Not your fault that I’m clumsy

Eddie Sarafian:

Glad you say that..

Bc if you could keep itt on downlow abt us kicking it

I dotn want the big dog hating me if you havnt told him

Jane Marlow:

Why would I?

???

Eddie Sarafian:

Cool you are the sweetest best best best

Hey I might be drivin down to LA in the fall

Musikbiz stuff

Wanna meet up? Just you and me…






Track [2] “Dreaming”/Blondie



Jane

Now

All I’d wanted was for them to like each other. Leo Marlow and Eddie Sarafian, aka Dad and Boyfriend. The two most important men in my life. But after a disastrous introduction, my father now stood at the side of the private airport’s tarmac, brooding like the Hulk near our employer’s 1965 Fintail Mercedes. Dad was not impressed by my S.O. “Like” was out the window. We weren’t even at ambivalence. Oh no: this was contempt with a side of I-dream-of-your-death.

Dad held Frida’s leash for me, and she was whining, trying to break free.

My father. The dog. Me. Eddie. No one on this airstrip was happy.

I gave Dad a signal: Just a little longer. Eddie was about to fly overseas with a couple of entertainment lawyers, and this catastrophic meeting was affecting more than my heart. It was affecting my brain. Literally.

“Hey, I’ve got to take this call. Yoo-hoo,” Eddie said to me, whistling as wind blew across the tarmac. “Ground control to space cadet. Baby?” He gave me a pitying look.

“Take the call,” I insisted as he held up his phone. Honestly, it was a relief to have him walk away for a second. I needed a break to catch up. Words unraveled at the tails of his sentences, and I was having trouble concentrating on what he was telling me. The part of my brain that was injured in the accident was agitated about all this stress.

The doctors called my condition “aphasia.” In a nutshell, it was a communication disorder caused by my fall into the dam. I wasn’t dumb or damaged or slow. I just had problems with a few words now and then. Like, when people got chatty (long speeches, yawn), my brain blocked out pieces of it—which is why it was better if you sent me directions on my phone rather than tried to tell me where to go. And when I was under a ton of pressure, I sometimes reached for certain words, but they disappeared before they could make it out of my mouth. Poof! Gone.

And that was the worst part. The rest of it, I could cover up. But people tended to notice when you forgot simple words.

Sometimes it felt like a demonic word-eating pixie was living inside my brain.

I hated that fucking word-pixie.

Thing was, I hadn’t had problems for weeks, so it was beyond frustrating that my word-pixie was rearing her ugly head right now at the start of summer vacation. Right when I was ready to burst out of my cocoon.

Dad and I were on our way to spend the summer at Condor Lake in the Sierras. We’d just driven over three hours from Mad Dog’s Bel Air house in Los Angeles. The rest of Mad Dog’s domestic staff already arrived yesterday to get the lodge ready, and Mad Dog and “the Family,” as we called them, had flown in by private plane earlier today. One that was sitting on the tarmac now.

Dad and I were the last to arrive at the lake because I’d attended my high school graduation this morning. (No big deal.) And I was the caretaker for Frida Kahlo—that was the excited, pointy-eared Mexican hairless miniature trying to lurch away from my father. She belonged to Mad Dog’s daughter Velvet, and this pooch did not like to fly. So she’d ridden up here in the car with me instead.

The Condor Lake private airport was a few miles outside of the lake proper, so we’d stopped on our way in, but it had delayed Dad’s military-tight schedule. On top of that, afternoon sun was hot on my neck, because I’d gone and cut off all my dark hair in a wild whim last night. Whoosh! Cropped pixie cut to match my pixie body. After the hairstylist was finished, he said it was a Rosemary’s Baby haircut, which didn’t bother me until we arrived here a few minutes ago and Eddie told me it made me look “way younger.”

Now I was paranoid.

Dad’s sharp, unhappy eyes followed Eddie across the private airport tarmac. Eddie had one hand pressed to his ear, trying to talk on the phone as wind whipped through his white T-shirt and long shorts. He was minutes away from boarding a plane headed to the Philippines for a couple of weeks. I hadn’t seen him since spring break. These precious few moments we had in person were going down the tube. Eddie didn’t seem to care. Everything rolled off him.

Frida gave me a plaintive bark, not understanding that Eddie was allergic to dogs.

I was just trying to hold it together.

“What’s that thing when an old male lion sees a young male lion, and he gets paranoid that his pride is in danger for no good reason?” I asked the tall Black man in the expensive suit who approached on the airport tarmac.

“Law of the jungle?” he guessed, moving his carry-on bag from one shoulder to the other. Gordon Goodman was Mad Dog’s top entertainment lawyer. He lived in L.A. and was always at the Bel Air house. He came up here early with Mad Dog.

“The old male only has one cub, and she’s not in danger,” I added unhelpfully. The word was right there.…

“He’s being a good king,” Gordon said.

“No, that’s not it either. It’s overprotective pissing… something.”

“Territorial?”

I clapped my hands. “That’s it! Territorial pissing.”

“Leo is your father, Jane. Territorial pissing is his duty. He does it for Mad Dog all day long—weeds out the threats. It’s second nature.”

“Eddie’s not a threat,” I insisted.

“Hey. Don’t know the boy,” Gordon said matter-of-factly as he headed toward the open door of the plane, holding on to his hat. “But I’m about to spend some time with him. The flight to Manila alone is well over fourteen hours, and then we have to travel by car, ferry, and helicopter to get to this remote island. So I guess I’ll be forming an opinion, won’t I?” He didn’t sound thrilled. “See you later this month, Miss Marlow.”

Gordon was flying to some beautiful private island in the Philippines with Eddie and the Sarafians’ lawyer to sign a leasing contract that would affect the future of the Condor Music Festival. I didn’t quite understand the ins and outs of it, except that they had to get it signed by the end of June or next month’s festival was in jeopardy. Like, cancelled. Millions upon millions of dollars were on the line. Tickets were already sold, band visas were procured, advertising was running, hotel rooms booked.

But Eddie was going to make sure everything went smoothly. He was heir to the Sarafian empire, and his father, Serj, legendary music promoter, was teaching him the ropes. In the few months that Eddie and I had been dating—online, mostly—I’d learned a completely different side of the music business from him than I had from living in the domestic quarters of Mad Dog Larsen my entire life. Maybe more.

Eddie wanted to teach me the biz and introduce me to musicians.

Mad Dog wanted me to take care of his pets and fetch him lemonade.

Eddie pocketed his phone and smiled at me, brown eyes squinting in the afternoon sun. Wow. He really was goddamn stunning. Everyone said he could model. He’d clipped his hair short and lightened it, so he truly looked golden from head to foot. “Gotta run, babe,” he said, rubbing his nose. “We’ve gotta make a flight at LAX. This crop duster only goes so far.”

Crop duster? Please. I couldn’t fathom how much it cost to fly them to L.A. by private jet. This one was Mad Dog’s regular charter home. I’d never stepped foot on it. The only domestic in our house who had was Mad Dog’s personal bodyguard.

“You’ve got to leave now?” I complained. “But I’ve barely seen you.”

“Well… when you said you were meeting me here, I didn’t know you meant you were bringing Daddy along,” he said, laughing a little stiltedly as he flicked his gaze toward my father. When I protested, he amended, “He’ll warm up to me. Everyone does.”

True. He had a way of charming people into doing things. One minute, you were trying to decipher his nonsensical texts, the next, you’d lost your best bra in the backseat of an Italian racing car.

“You’ll be back at the…” I couldn’t find a word—big blue thing with water in it…? I panicked a little and tried to rescue myself before he noticed. “In a couple weeks?”

He gave me another sad face that told me he was feeling sorry for me and my brain struggles. “Should be. This mogul dude’s house is remote, so service is weird. I’ll try to call, but if you don’t hear from me for a few days, I’ll send word by slow turtle from China.”

“Okay?” I said, squinting.

He smiled. “It’s a joke. Get it? Slow boat from China? But I’ll be in the Philippines, so they’ll have turtles instead of boats.”

Right… No use pointing out the obvious to Eddie. I used to think it was my word-pixie stopping me from realizing his potential as avant-garde humorist, but no: he just wasn’t all that bright. But he was very pretty. And sweet. I’d been gaga over him since I was in pigtails. The first time he’d ever noticed me was that night he invited me to come to the dam. The second time was when we reconnected online after the accident. That’s when I found out that he was the one who ended up pulling me out of the dam and saving my life.

His one saving grace in my father’s eyes today. I think. My father’s hard to read.

Anyway, funny that such a horrible thing could bring two people together who had nothing in common. Silver linings, I supposed.

My phone buzzed. Norma. Mad Dog’s head housekeeper, asking where we were. And another text, asking us to pick up ice, because the freezer in the lodge’s prep kitchen wasn’t making ice fast enough. Ugh.

“You’re blowing up,” Eddie said.

“Work,” I mumbled.

“The big dog? You’re on vacation, bae. He needs to chill and leave you be. You’re my girl, not his.”

No, I was not on vacation. I was being paid to do a job, and as long as I lived under Mad Dog’s roof, with my room and board provided, I wasn’t just on the clock, I was one with the clock. Besides, I wasn’t sure how in tune Mad Dog was to my affairs. We saw each other in passing every day and had a conversation now and then, but when I asked Dad if Mad Dog knew that Eddie and I were seeing each other, he just grunted and said, “He’s aware there’s something going on.”

Whatever that meant.

“Hey, make sure they put my blue bag on there,” Eddie called to the Sarafians’ family lawyer, who was boarding the plane. “I’m right behind you!”

Crap. This was it. He checked his phone again. Time to go.

“So when you come back, we’ll spend time together at the lake?” I knew I sounded clingy. I felt clingy. I hated that. But Eddie made me feel that way, because he was never there, and I could never pin him down to anything. Would he answer my texts? Would he call when he said he would? Would he fly into town this weekend? I never knew, and everything was “our little secret.” It was exciting but exhausting. I knew he was busy helping his dad. And yet.

He was always promising me tomorrow.

Tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow.

I didn’t want to cry, but I felt tears prickling the backs of my eyelids. How dumb was that? This whole day was just too much. Graduation. Returning to the lake. Eddie and my dad.

“Hey! Hey,” he said, eyes flicking back and forth over mine. “None of that, now.”

“I’m okay,” I told him, reeling in my emotions. “I just wish we had more time.”

“Listen. When I get back, let’s look for an apartment at the lake. Like we talked about. You and me. If we find one, maybe you don’t go back to L.A. after the summer’s over… maybe? You’re not in school anymore. You could go to college here if you wanted, or maybe work for my dad. Or just chill. All kinds of possibilities. Whatcha think? Would you be down for that?”

“Eddie,” I said in the lowest voice I could manage over the sound of the jet’s engine in the distance, afraid to look back at my father. “Are you serious?”

He put his hands around my neck. “No cap. Just think about where you’d want to live at the lake. I’ll have a word with my old man. Nothing can happen without his approval, so I’d need to finesse it with him first. No promises. But it should be fine? Let’s keep it between us for now. We’ll talk more when I get back, okay?”

He was talking a mile a second, and I couldn’t answer. My heart was filled with too much joy. He’d said that, right? I hadn’t gotten it wrong? This wasn’t a word-pixie brain mix-up?

“The two of us living together? Our own place?” I asked.

“Hey,” he said instead of answering me, “remember to tell Velvet to vote for Tell & Show at Battle of the Bands. That’s super important. You’re her assistant now, so make sure she gets that right, because it’s what my dad wants. It’s this weekend—don’t forget, okay? Promise?”

I didn’t care about Battle of the Bands. I cared about moving in together. “Wait! The apartment—”

“Wish me luck!” he said, pulling away and putting a finger to his lips. Our little secret. “See you in a couple weeks! We’ll talk more then.”

He skipped away backward, flashing me a princely smile, and then jogged onto the plane. Just like that, he was gone. I wished he’d kissed me goodbye, but maybe he was worried about my father watching. And maybe it didn’t matter. Who needed a kiss when I had a promise about moving in together?






Track [3] “Summer Girl”/HAIM



Jane

Dad and I drove away from the airport in uncomfortable silence after Eddie’s plane took off. It was hard to be happy while he was so miserable, but I was trying my best to block out his bad vibes as sun winked on the corner of a road sign. I shielded my eyes and smiled as I read it:

CONDOR LAKE, 2 MILES

GAS—FOOD—LODGING

Finally! This was all exactly as I left it two summers ago. The mountains. The giant sequoias. The rocky landscape before we got to town. Nothing had changed. But I had. Goodbye Klutzy Jane, chauffeur’s daughter who fell into the dam. Hello Jane, future fiancée to the heir of a Californian concert empire. Okay. Maybe not fiancée. But moving in with Eddie—our own place? I could barely think about it without feeling giddy.

No amount of moping my father was doing in the driver’s seat was going to get me down.

“So… that was the famous Eddie Sarafian,” he said, one big hand slung over the wheel as we cruised down the freeway, approaching our turnoff.

I sighed heavily. “Spit it out, Dad. I know you’ve got something to say.”

He stewed quietly for one pine tree, two pine trees, three.… Then he could hold it in no longer. “He’s full of himself, cub. And too old for you,” he complained, tilting a golden mane of messy curls my way to peep at me over dark driving glasses.

“He’s twenty. I’m eighteen.”

“And he was surprised Mad Dog would let me drive the Mercedes across the state?”

I groaned as lingering embarrassment rose like an unkillable zombie in a horror flick. “A joke. His sense of humor isn’t great.”

“Damn right it isn’t. I fucking rebuilt this car with my bare hands, and I’ve been with Mad Dog for twenty-one years—before what’s-his-name was born.”

“Eddie.”

He gestured wildly, not taking his eyes off the road. “And he’s not polite. Why did he call me ‘the chauffeur’? He should call me Mr. Marlow. What’s wrong with kids these days? Privileged pricks with no manners…”

He wasn’t letting that go. Part aging surf punk—the old-school Agent Orange playing over the car’s stereo was his music choice—and part Gulf War vet, my dad lifted weights, was very protective, and liked it when people were on time. He had a faded pinup tattoo of my mom with angel wings on his forearm and my name scrolling delicately on the inside of his wrist.

“Eddie’s casual with everyone, not just you. I think he was nervous because we caught him off guard. It’s a big deal, what he’s doing in the Philippines. It’s the first big thing his father has trusted him to do alone for the business, and the farthest he’s traveled from… from…” Ugh.

Dad glanced at me. “Home.”

“Home,” I repeated, frustrated, petting Frida.

He turned down the music. I quietly sang along with the chorus until I felt calmer. Music had a way of hypnotizing the word-pixie. The rhythm was the thing. My brain craved it.

“Cub?” Dad said in a gentle voice. “I don’t have to like him. You just graduated, and you’re eighteen—that makes you an adult. It’s your life. Your choice. If you need me to step in, or you want advice or help—or a ride home—you tell me. Okay?”

I nodded. “Okay.” You could always count on a ride home. That was Leo Marlow’s policy. No matter what you’d done, what trouble you were in, call him. He’d come get you and take you home, no questions asked. “Thank you.”

“I will do my best to keep my opinions to myself. But I will not tolerate anyone hurting my kid. That’s where I draw the line. Deal?”

“No one’s hurting anyone. He wouldn’t even kiss me in front of you. Be happy.”

My father didn’t seem happy. Probably best that I didn’t bring up the whole shacking-up possibility. Let him get to know Eddie after he came back. In the meantime, I had plenty to keep me busy at the lake. And that included the sleek brown bundle in my lap. I double-kissed Frida behind one pointy ear as she stretched tiny front legs to watch the moving view out the window.

“Here we go,” Dad said, exiting the freeway by the big gas station. “Ready?”

Was I? I blew out a long breath and held on to Frida as I watched the familiar landmarks, feeling a mix of excitement and apprehension as afternoon sun dappled the mural painted on the gas station, a collection of the music royalty that had played the Condor Music Festival since it debuted in the 1990s—everyone from Prince, who owned his own record label, to Nirvana, who played the festival back in their Sub Pop days, and headlined later, right before their tragic end.

Anyway, the festival was known for breaking the Next Big Thing. Not just during the festival, but all year, all over town. You could always count on live music at the lake. Music biz people owned homes or vacationed here so they could catch up-and-coming acts who played clubs and bars along the town’s historic main drag, known as “the Strip.” It gained a reputation for being the music lovers’ paradise in the Sierras.

But it wasn’t always a music haven. This tiny hamlet tucked in the middle of Nowhere, California, used to be a gold rush town, back in the 1800s. You could still see it in the buildings and street names as Dad and I drove through the rugged outskirts—Mother Lode Antiques, Eureka Lane.

And with the gold rush country came wild land. As in mountains and forests. Part of the lake butts up to a state park filled with some of the largest trees in the world, giant sequoias.

Dad and I drove past one now, one of the last of California’s kitschy “tunnel trees.” A sequoia that was hit by lightning a hundred years ago, in the 1920s, and instead of cutting it down, the locals turned it into a tourist draw and carved a tunnel through it that a single car could drive through. These days, they don’t let cars go through, but you can pull over and walk through it on foot.

“We need to take our yearly photo,” Dad noted. We always have our picture taken together under the tunnel tree. Dad prints them out and adds them to a frame with photos of us that go back to when I was six. It’s our thing. We missed last year’s photo.

But I didn’t have time to worry about that too much, because when we passed the tunnel tree, Dad turned onto the Strip. Between tall pines, the town opened its arms.

Condor Lake.

Teal-blue water ringed by snowcapped mountains. Rows of brick old-west buildings lined the packed downtown, a mix of live music venues (bars, quirky clubs) and family-friendly lake tourism (canoe rental, a million ice cream parlors, the California Condor Flight ride). The streets were too narrow, and parking was a mess. Tourists rode the Bonanza, a streetcar that went up and down the Strip, clanging a bell. But I didn’t care about any of that at the moment. My eyes sought out the arrowed sign pointing away from town that made my heart pinwheel:

CONDOR PARK AND AMPHITHEATER

HOME TO THE WORLD-FAMOUS CONDOR MUSIC FESTIVAL

A SARAFIAN EVENTS PRODUCTION

Yep, there it was. Dad and I were huge music nerds. You didn’t grow up like I had and hate music—not possible. And I loved festivals. Coachella was down near L.A., and there was Burning Man above us, but that was something else entirely. Condor, however, was in the forest by the lake for a weekend, with tents and lights, and there were unsigned bands playing all the tiny venues on the Strip, and the bigger outdoor shows in the day.

Condor was magic.

Anyway, all anyone was talking about this year on the festival boards was something so new, it didn’t have a label yet. People just called it the Sound. West Coast indie, post-post punk. It just exploded over the scene, and suddenly there were, like, ten bands, then a dozen. Then who knows. But I was really into it, just watching clips online. Dreaming of getting back to the lake.

So, yeah, I’d made a mental list of bands I wanted to see this summer. Maybe even meet some of the band members. You know, through Eddie. Sometimes I met bands at Mad Dog’s studio in Bel Air, but I had a feeling it would be different meeting them as Eddie’s girlfriend rather than the Help. How could it not?

Driving past the festival grounds today, Dad and I couldn’t see much from the road, but we could see something I wished we could avoid. Blue Snake River. Betty’s on the Pier.

And the Condor Dam. My nemesis.

Dad gestured as we took the auto bridge that crossed the river behind the dam, and said unceremoniously, “There it is.”

Whoomp. I craned my neck to look behind the seat as the Mercedes bumped along the bridge. “They put up a gate?” He came up here last summer when I stayed back home in L.A.

Dad cleared his throat. “They lock it up after dark. It’s a good thing, baby. No one else can fall in now. Positive change. That railing is dangerous at night.”

My throat tightened. Now I was the girl who made the town lock up the dam at night? The kids here must hate me. Jane, the Summer Girl who ruined the party—forever. Ugh.

My father never wanted to know the details about that night. He didn’t ask. I didn’t tell. I hid behind the excuse that I couldn’t remember much after my fall, and Dad hid behind his fear. Why had I been at a party at the dam? How had I gotten a ride out there? Who was I was with? How did I fall in? Who pulled me out? Those questions weren’t as important to him as Will my daughter ever be able to speak again? That was his priority at the beginning. When I started talking, then he focused on my speech therapy. When Eddie and I started talking online—and meeting up in L.A. on occasion—we kept it on the down-low. Until today.

Eddie wanted to keep us a secret. Drama-free, just us. That was fine back in L.A., but I couldn’t do that over the summer here at the lake. I hoped he wasn’t mad at me for showing up with my dad and popping our little bubble of privacy.

It’s just that it was going to be hard enough for me, returning to the lake for the first time since my fall. I needed him as part of my present. Someone who’d changed and grown up. Not a secret. Not a murky memory from a terrible night that was haunting my nightmares.

I wanted to let go of that. I was trying.

“Hey,” Dad warned me gently as we drove away from the dam. “Don’t let seeing the dam get you down. We’re Marlows. What do we do?”

“We get back up on the board again,” I recited, even though I actually couldn’t get up on a surfboard if you paid me. He’d tried to teach me. The sporting life and I weren’t compatible.

“That’s right,” he told me. “When you had trouble talking in the hospital, the doctors said it might be permanent. I said nope. She just needs time. We get back up again. And look at you now? Graduated. Back at the lake. And Velvet’s personal assistant.”

He was right. Though, the last one wasn’t all that impressive. Yes, I was going to be a rich music daughter’s personal assistant this summer. But here in the Larsen house, “PA” meant shopping, returning calls, booking appointments, and picking up their prescriptions. Like, my dad was sort of Mad Dog’s PA. But Mad Dog had an actual professional assistant who handled music biz stuff back in his Bel Air studio—Denise, a fiftysomething ex–record executive who didn’t “do” Northern California. She got paid the real money. My father didn’t make much more than me, and I was a minimum-wage peon. Mad Dog was cheap.

“Hey, PA is better than dog walker on your resume.… Shit,” Dad mumbled, glancing at his phone screen. “That’s Mad Dog now, asking where we are.”

Dad sped up. So much for a leisurely drive through town. We were still ten minutes or so from the lodge. And by lodge, I’m talking a sprawling 1920s luxury estate on the northern side of the lake, away from the Strip and the festival grounds. Away from everything, no neighbors for miles. It was built by some rich railroad tycoon from San Francisco who kept live tigers and prostitutes in different bungalows. It had its own dock, a pool, and a multicar garage in a separate building called the carriage house—where us domestics stayed. And as we pulled around its horseshoe-shaped driveway and stopped in front of the entrance, it loomed in front of us, larger than life. For a moment, I forgot all about the dam—and Eddie.

“Why aren’t we parking in the carriage house and going through the kitchen?” I asked. We always went through the back. Never through the main house entrance. Ever.

“Mad Dog’s coming down. He wants me to drive him into town.”

“Now?” I complained. “The backseat is filled with luggage and ice.”

“Hustle, cub. Get Frida inside with Velvet and see if she needs your help. I’ll dump everything here. Get Kamal and Norma to help move it after we’re gone. Just don’t forget to tell them that there’s forty pounds of melting ice out here, okay?”

Welp. Thirty seconds at the lodge, and we’re already back to work. Hooking the dog leash, I gathered my purse and cross-body bag. Then Frida tugged me across the driveway toward the people arguing in the main house’s open doorway, which sat between two giant California condor sculptures, perched on pillars.

“I may not have my first kitchen delivery,” an unhappy voice was saying. When I crossed the threshold, I spied a familiar figure wearing a cross-back linen apron and a yellow scarf tied around her head. “How can you expect me to throw together a party?”

“Not a party-party,” someone a couple of years older than me answered. “Just cocktails and a low-key dinner. Small plates. It’s just four extra people. And Daddy. And Rosa. And me. And I guess Starla and Leo because I should include the assistants. And—look, my very own assistant is here! Whoa. You cut your hair for graduation? I likey.”

She did? If Velvet Larsen liked it, that made me feel better about cutting it.

“Jane will be attending—casual summer dress. Something sleeveless with sandals will look good with your new hair. I may have a tiny thing you can borrow,” Velvet told me, smiling. She stood in bare bronze feet on the tile of the entrance hall, wearing a billowing maxi dress. When she reached toward Frida, dozens of gold bangles tinkled on her wrist. “Come, mija!”

Frida pranced her way to Velvet and stood up on her hind legs to greet her. “Oh, doggie kisses, muah, muah, muah!” Both parties quickly lost interest. For Frida, there were too many other smells to sniff, like the elaborate floral arrangement that was taller than me. Frida gave it a bark, just to be sure it wasn’t an enemy in disguise.

I stood under a massive mission-style chandelier that hung between two joining staircases. A window overlooked the pool out back. “What’s this about a cocktail party?”

“It’s not happening,” Exie said. “That’s what it is.”

“Too bad. I already invited them,” Velvet said, undeterred. “No shrimp, by the way.”

“Who?” I asked.

“Just a little romantic icebreaker.” She winked at me confusingly. I never knew what her winks meant. They were confusing. Especially because I didn’t know she was seeing anyone. Were others up from L.A. already? Condor Lake was all locals during the off-season. That didn’t mean there weren’t plenty of interesting singles that might be in Velvet Larsen’s orbit, but she dated a lot of UCLA art school dropouts, sons of Hollywood actors, the young nephew of a wealthy Latin American narcotraficante—you know, everyday people.

“So now it’s ten people?” Exie said, annoyed. “Tomorrow night? Does Mad Dog know?”

“He knows… that there will be some people here.” That sounded vague. She elaborated. “When I asked, he said, ‘Make it so, number one,’ ” Velvet said in a comic voice that was somewhere between her father’s deep Danish accent and Patrick Stewart.

Exie swore filthily under her breath. Mad Dog was a big, tattooed metal Viking, but he had a soft spot for old-school Star Trek and sci-fi shows. That definitely sounded like him.

“Look, this is a nice thing I’m doing,” Velvet argued, gesturing broadly. “You’ll see. It’s a surprise that everyone will like.”

Velvet was the youngest of Mad Dog’s brood, his only daughter with his current wife, Rosa Garcia, a former poet laureate, and Velvet was the only Larsen kid at the lodge this summer. She was high energy and generally fun, but she was a princess; her mother’s family in Mexico City was rich too. She sometimes had unrealistic expectations, which caused headaches for the domestics.

Like now. Parties were easy to plan but hard to execute at the drop of a gold bangle.

But we did it. The main party-executer here was Exie. She was a thirty-eight-year-old Black chef from Baldwin Hills who joined Mad Dog’s crew a couple years before Dad and I did. I wouldn’t say she was a motherly figure because she would hate to be called that, but when I hit puberty, she did more birds-and-bees duty than Dad. She was unofficially second-in-charge on the domestic staff—officially third, after head of security.

I didn’t like when there was tension between them. Definitely didn’t need it today.

“What can… I do?” I asked Exie, fumbling words while trying to control Frida. “Help? Ugh.” I raised my hand and signaled to let her know I was struggling.

The thing about having a brain injury is that everyone treats you differently. Dad was overprotective. Eddie got impatient—I could tell. Exie just kept on treating me exactly the same. She didn’t help me when I was lost for words. She ignored it and kept going.

Her laugh was dry. “Don’t know how you can help, baby. You’re not mine to command anymore. Norma’s neither. Ask your new boss here. You’re attending the party too, remember.”

Velvet smiled. “Exactly! But first, I think I forgot my special shampoo, so you might have to make a trip somewhere to find me a bottle before Thursday night, Jane. I doubt they’d have it here. Maybe Fresno. Or somewhere in the Bay Area?”

“Velvet Larsen,” Exie complained loudly in a voice that echoed through the hall. “No one is driving hours for a bottle of shampoo. Your split ends will survive if they don’t get the exact shit they sell in Bel Air. Jane is your PA, not your baby sister to boss around. Hear me?”

Velvet made a pouty duck face. “Fine. But those small plates better be good Thursday night. I want sunshine on a plate, or I’m walking.”

“Oh. You’re walking, all right.” Exie swatted the air with a kitchen towel as Velvet laughed, racing up the stairs away from her. Just like that, the two of them were on good terms again. My shoulders relaxed, and I felt lighter. Crisis averted.

“Come hither, assistant,” Velvet said playfully, hanging over the upstairs railing. “Let’s get me unpacked and enjoy this glorious day. Daddy’s going into town. The lake is ours.”

All at once, it came back to me in a rush, the heady joy of this place. Here, I could be somebody different. Maybe even a princess like Velvet…

After I hauled in forty pounds of melting ice.





CONDOR LODGE SUMMER DOMESTIC STAFF

Carriage House Room Assignments


	
Room 1: Norma Dewberry, head housekeeper

	
Room 2: Exie Johnson, chef

	
Room 3: Kamal Reddy, Mad Dog’s bodyguard/head of security

	
Room 4: Starla Pham, Rosa’s masseuse and PA

	
Room 5: Marie Keyes, junior housekeeper and server

	
Room 6: Leo Marlow, chauffeur and Mad Dog’s PA

	
Room 7: Jane Marlow, pet caretaker and Velvet’s PA
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Jane

Dad was still stewing about Eddie the next morning. I could tell. So when Velvet sent me into town on my first personal assistant mission to buy shampoo at the lake’s one true salon—Mandy’s Hair Caboose and Big T’s Barber didn’t count—I had a pit stop in mind for a gift that could turn his mood around.

When my father isn’t happy, no one is. I definitely wasn’t. And I needed him on my side right now. I wanted to be basking in the glow of future plans with Eddie, not avoiding my father’s scowl. I was going to fix it with the one thing he loved more than old cars. Music.

Specifically, old records.

“This town is a fried-chicken-bucket of charm,” Starla said, whipping the hybrid car into a packed parking lot off the Strip to let me out. “Everyone is so nice. I came into town yesterday with Norma, and in five minutes, I’d booked a job with a man who needs hip work. A sweet man, not a creep who thinks just because I’m a massage therapist, I give happy endings.”

“Rosa isn’t going to want you doing work outside the lodge,” I warned her. “Same as when we’re back in the Bel Air house. You have to get it approved in advance.”

“Everyone needs a side hustle,” Starla said, giving me a playful smile as she tossed a mermaid-dyed ponytail over one shoulder. “Besides, Rosa doesn’t control what I do during Starla Time. She doesn’t own me. Right, Frida-pup?” she cooed.

Frida panted at her from my lap and tried to lick her nose. Starla Pham was a few years older than me—twenty-one—and had been working as PA and masseuse to Mad Dog’s wife since the fall. She was in the process of getting acupuncture points tattooed all over her arms and legs. I wish I could’ve been as laid-back as she was about the house rules.

But I’d lived with the Larsens for too long. I’d seen a lot of domestics fired. Mad Dog treated his staff fairly, but he left the day-to-day management to the head housekeeper, Norma, aka Mother Superior. Norma didn’t suffer fools or rule breakers. So far, Starla had escaped her wrath, but it was easy to screw up at the lake. I should know.

I thought for sure Dad and I would be fired two summers ago after the dam incident. After all, I caused a public scene, and Mad Dog didn’t like publicity. He was very private, a man of few words—not someone who threw wild drug-fueled parties and trashed hotel rooms. He liked the lake because he could retreat here and stay out of the press. I definitely disrupted that. The local paper and TV station were all abuzz about the dam and Betty’s when I fell into the water that summer—unwanted attention for Mad Dog. But I guess he felt too sorry for me to kick us to the curb. Or maybe he just loved my dad too much. When you’re at Mad Dog’s level, it’s hard to trust people, and Dad is as loyal as they come.

“Well,” Starla said, “I say what Norma doesn’t know won’t hurt her. If I can fit in a few extra massage clients this summer, I’m going to make that cash. Transportation is the issue. Why is the lodge so far away from town? If I were Mad Dog, I would have picked a better spot.”

Since Starla and I were both PAs, we’d be sharing this car this summer… along with Exie and the junior housekeeper. We had to sign it out when we left the house. She wasn’t wrong. The limited vehicle situation and no public transportation other than the Bonanza streetcar meant a lot of juggling rides back and forth to the lodge.

As for gas, that went on the company card. I just got mine this morning. I had to log every purchase and save every receipt. I couldn’t just buy myself lunch. If any expense were unexplained, it would come out of my pocket and I’d be fired. Which meant I’d also lose my home.

Everything.

One day I wouldn’t have to worry about this kind of stuff. Maybe one day soon. Eddie needed to hurry up and get back from the Philippines so we could talk about our own place.

“Thanks for the lift,” I told Starla.

“Leo’s picking you up, yeah?”

I nodded. On his way down from the mountains. He’d taken Mad Dog and Rosa up to some guru for sunrise meditation this morning, so I had about an hour in town.

“All righty. Don’t do anything I’d do,” Starla said with a grin. “See you back at the lodge.”

I jumped out of the car and headed down the Strip with Frida. It was too early in the season for a lot of tourists, but the weather was nice, and a family in shorts and sunglasses were renting kayaks. I skirted around them and spied what I was looking for half a block down—a sign above a windowed storefront in bright gold retro lettering:
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