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Lake Tahawus is shaped like a long, jagged scratch. When I see her on a map I think of a bear claw slashing at a tent, tearing a curved tatter in the canvas. Thirty-five miles point to point and four hundred feet at her deepest, the lake was born millions of years ago when the glaciers crept from north to south over the land, carving great gashes in the earth. In time the angry, uneven slice that cuts a crooked y-axis through upstate New York filled with water and sediment and algae and fish and, eventually, the endless debris of human life: private camps, built by the railroad tycoons in the Gilded Age; KOAs and hiking trails; bait shops and gas stations; marinas and members-only clubs.

In Thompson Landing, where I grew up, we think of Tahawus as ours. We learn to swim in her shallows and work summer jobs as lifeguards and camp counselors and fishing guides. We keep her secrets—the trails to the best jumping rocks, which islands have the sandiest beaches, where the loons nest on the western shores—like our own.

She does not always repay the favor. This is how it was with Kelsey Copestenke’s body.

It was Canadian tourists who found her, on a portaging trip across the islands. The article in the Post-Ledger doesn’t say which of Kelsey’s remains they discovered on the beach that afternoon—only that they were “partial”—but I learn from a quick google that when a body decays underwater the first pieces to break off are, typically, the extremities, and so it was most likely the delicate bones of a finger or a metatarsal that washed ashore. Although the details of the initial discovery are slim, the newspaper is meticulous in chronicling how the rest of Kelsey was found, later: the father-and-son duo called in from Seattle; the special sonar technology they use to trawl deep basins of water. There’s even a diagram of a tiny action-figure person on a pixelated lake floor, arms spread wide like a crucifixion. Because of something called an “instinctive drowning response,” a corpse usually descends chest-up, the father is quoted as saying, hits the bottom feetfirst, then falls backward, coming to rest in a winged position. “That’s the image we look for on the sonar,” he said, and held his arms out to a T. The writer explains how deep a lake must be to hold a body down, and how because the water in Tahawus is very cold and slightly alkaline, the remains were, in general, remarkably well-preserved for their age.

The victim went missing fifteen years ago, and the case of her disappearance had long gone cold. Kelsey Copestenke was a seventeen-year-old junior at George Thompson High School when she vanished, and a classmate—the article literally says this, and I don’t blame the writer, not really, because including my name will invariably boost this floundering local paper’s SEO performance, even if it makes it sound like this is my story and not the story of my dead best friend—and a classmate, he writes, of Diamond-selling and Grammy Award–winning singer-songwriter Dylan Read.
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It’s Sloane who sends me the article about Kelsey Copestenke’s body. Every day, her two assistants comb the internet’s chatter about me, sifting through forums and Google Alerts and social media for anything that might require our attention. Most days they flag a few posts on Twitter and Instagram that I could engage with if I wanted, because it long ago stopped feeling safe for me to riffle through my own notifications; very rarely is there legitimate news we don’t already know about, and most mornings it’s nonsense—“Hear Dylan Read’s ex’s unfiltered opinion on singer’s new beau”; “Dylan Read’s $900 Gucci Sweatshirt: Get the Look”; “Dylan Read records at Highway 61—fans think new music coming this year!” (In the last case—I’m caught exiting the studio downtown, we hadn’t expected the paparazzi storm, thought I’d snuck in unnoticed—Sloane might scan the resulting photos, just to be sure there’s none that someone could unfairly distort. I keep my eyes trained on the ground three feet in front of me, walk very carefully—you never know what they might say if I roll my ankle on a crack in the sidewalk. “Dylan Read Drunk at the Studio: Famed Good Girl Finally Gone Bad?”)

The subject line of Sloane’s email is news alert and the body of the message is simply Did you know this girl? I don’t blame her for being so direct: First of all, Sloane’s style is to cut straight to the chase, which is why I hired her; second of all, I understand that her default position is skepticism. The press will do anything to morph even the most tangential connections into something material; why would she think this story—sad as it may be—is any different from the usual grasping at straws?

I’m reading the article for the fourth time when Nick texts. Good morning, babe, he writes, followed by a selfie, shot unflatteringly from below, his green eyes wide and eyebrows raised.

We’ve been together for almost six years and I am still shy about sending him unflattering photos of my own. I reply with a heart-eyed emoji instead. How’s set?


Behind schedule already …



It’s 11 a.m. on the East Coast, where they’re shooting Nick’s adaptation in the Long Island purgatory that is neither Queens nor the Hamptons, an American stand-in for the exurbs he called home in Ireland. The series is based on his debut novel, a multigenerational family narrative about addiction. Its initial sales were average, but there’s been a renewed interest in his back projects since Leesider sold two million copies, or maybe since we started dating.

When’s your meeting? he asks.


Two hours.

Of course. Nothing in LA starts before 10.



This fucking city. Our shared refrain: LA is perfect; LA is impossible. We call the place in New York “Home,” capital H, because it’s the place I bought because of us and the place that feels most like ours, but the truth is we live nomadically. A career in entertainment means you go where the work is. I think I mind it—the travel, the distance, the lack of feeling settled—less than Nick does.

Good luck, Nick says. And just remember: if you can’t make whatever the fuck you want, the rest of us don’t stand a chance.

He’s right that another artist in my position—with six number-one albums, eight Grammys, and a catalog valued at nearly half a billion dollars—might not feel the need for luck before a label listening session. Another artist might feel, by now, that the label’s opinion is no longer relevant. They need me more than I need them.

But Nick knows that I don’t see any professional obligation that way. He knows that I always feel like I have something to prove. I don’t want to ignore the executive notes; I want to make something so good they don’t have any. I love you, I type, and then click my phone to black.

When I lift my eyes from the screen my heart throttles into my throat. Kelsey Copestenke is tucked into the chair across the room, feet on the seat, knees to chest. She looks exactly as she did fifteen years ago: dark hair; pale, pore-less skin; that ovalish jaw, a little asymmetrical on the left side.

He seems sweet, she says, her amber eyes blazing. Why didn’t you tell him about me?

WE TAKE TWO SUVS TO THE LABEL OFFICES IN SANTA MONICA, me and Sloane and my security in one, lawyers and assistants in the other. (I do not have the traditional management structure; where most people in my position have a manager, agents, a publicist, and a bevy of assistants, I have Sloane: she is my consigliere, my chief of staff, my Huma Abedin. I engineered it this way because I dole out my trust in teaspoonfuls.)

The car is silent and a little tense. Sloane’s fingers dart over her phone. I didn’t reply to her email about Kelsey—it was one of a dozen she sent this morning, about the new demos and a fall merch drop and an ask to do a private gig in Silicon Valley; I could see how, for her, the girl from my hometown was just one entry in a checklist—but still some part of me wants to know: What are people saying about us?

But if Sloane’s job is to assess and triage, mine is to compartmentalize. I rub my thumb over the top of my middle finger, flicking the indented edge of a callus, feeling for where the dead skin will give way, and listen as the radio clicks over: “all the houses look the same,” by Vanessa Taylor.

They say that Vanessa is like me. I know this because it has become such a part of her story that it is impossible to avoid. She’s been profiled in Manhattan and Vanity Fair, done song diaries for Rhapsody and the Times. She’s only seventeen and looks it, if you’re paying attention to the way she holds herself: she’s lanky like a model but moves in the jittery way of a teenager—fiddles with her long, dark hair, laughs constantly, eyes darting. She is incredibly likable, endlessly charming.

This is not what people mean when they say she is like me. Vanessa is young enough for her goodness to be endearing; at thirty-one, my own goodness is suspect. No: when people say that Vanessa is like me, what they really mean is that her music is like mine, autobiographical and lyrics-forward; like me, Vanessa emotes—her delivery manages to capture a full range of nuanced feelings. You can hear the smiles, the eye rolls, the shrugs. On the radio her voice strains over the bridge, gasping and wobbly, a sonic reflection of her heartbreak. The writing is smart, an ironic takedown of American suburbia, and I admire how she’s fit “McMansion” into a melody without fully lapsing into talk-singing: makeouts in your bonus room and beer games in your basement / shoulda known this thing was doomed, mcmansion love’s just entertainment.

“Did we send her anything?” I ask Sloane.

“Vanessa?”

“Yeah. For her new album. It’s out Friday, I think?”

“I’ll have Allison send flowers.”

I nod. “I think that would be meaningful,” I say. Last week she posted a video screaming along to the bridge of “Tell Me How to Be” in her car with the caption Dylan Read raised me.

“Unless—” I ask, reconsidering: “It won’t look like I’m co-opting her moment, will it?” We’re constantly calibrating for the portion of the internet that believes I am like Ursula in the third act of The Little Mermaid, feigning sweetness to steal a kingdom. To them, I’ve overcorrected for my few public stumbles; they feel my worst mistakes are my truest self, and all the rest is cover.

“ ‘Dylan Read sends flowers just to look nice,’ ” Sloane says in her mock-headline voice.

I laugh, but the truth is: I don’t always know whether I do something because I feel I’m supposed to or because I want to. The only difference between my point of view and the strangers online is that I can trace the doubt much further back.

A THING THAT HAPPENED WITHOUT MY REALIZING IS THAT I started to be whisked places. This is how journalists describe it in profiles: I have one hour with Dylan Read before her venerable publicist whisks her off to her next meeting; in the five-hour afternoon I spend with her, Dylan is whisked from one press event to the next …; the star is whisked from wardrobe to hair and makeup to set … I think it implies some sort of passive movement, as if I am merely a passenger in the progress of my days, but what it really feels like is this: When we arrive at Prismatic Records, I do not touch a door or an elevator button. I do not say a word at the security gate or at the reception desk. I follow a half step behind Sloane, one member of my security team in front of me and one behind, so they make a kind of strategic formation around my body. I am planted in a floor-wide conference room in one of the music industry’s biggest labels without so much as having to say hello to anyone who works there. This is whisking.

The room is noisy and a little bit warm, packed with only a handful of people who genuinely belong and a whole lot of others—assistants, junior execs, marketing managers—who just want to be able to say they heard the record first. Sloane makes a beeline for the label head, Ben, leaving me to mingle with the executives: Shane and Jeff are all ice-white veneers and wrists roped with leather bracelets, their tanned and ludicrously fit bodies vibrating with manic intensity.

“Dylan!” Shane says, shaking my hand and patting me on the shoulder in kind of a half bro-hug. “Thanks so much for coming in!”

“We’re so stoked about this,” Jeff adds.

“Oh, please—I’m so excited,” I tell Shane and Jeff, before gesturing toward the table. “Shall we?”

When I moved from my first label, Melody, to Prismatic, I probably could have done away with the listening session—it’s a kind of old-school Nashville thing; the music scene is different here, less traditional, and I have more power now. I could have skipped the charade of presenting the new record in person and simply shared the files via text: Thoughts? But I’ve always felt that I’m my music’s best advocate. I can pitch a concept, warm a room, charm the executives. So I kept the listening session through Shipwrecked and The Book of Us, and I think at least pretending to solicit feedback in real time was key in getting the more experimental aspects of those records off the ground. I have to make the same case today, because Split the Lark doesn’t sound like anything I’ve made before.

“When I was coming up, everybody told me to act like I belonged. I was supposed to walk into these rooms and onto those stages and behave as if I was totally unfazed by the stakes,” I begin. “Somewhere along the way, we decided—as a culture—that there is nothing worse than trying. Trying makes us uncomfortable. It pokes at our insecurities. It makes us wonder if maybe—if we weren’t so lazy, or if we could just get by with a little less sleep, or if we were better at staying off TikTok—maybe all our dreams could come true too. And so rather than applaud the workhorse, we diminish her behavior. The only kind of success that is permissible is the kind that happens almost accidentally.”

As I talk, the room around me evaporates. My perception is winnowed to my body’s most essential functions: a metronome of breath and blood in and out, in and out, keeping time to my speech. I’m used to this cleaving of myself from the moment, the way my body dissociates when it’s busy delivering. Except: this time, the thrum of adrenaline is noisier than usual, like a crunchy, blown-out guitar, clouding the mix with static. I breathe and focus on laying the words down like planks, one after another.

“In quarantine I hired a PhD student from Harvard to tutor me,” I continue, grateful for how the hours spent practicing stitched this script into my brain, allowing me to speak almost without thinking, “and together we read as many of the classics as we could—all the plays and books and poetry I might have studied if I’d gone to college instead of to Nashville. And maybe it was because no one knew we were doing it, maybe because I was holed up in Wicklow on Zoom, but for the first time in a long time I didn’t feel like I had to hide how much I loved learning. How much I genuinely love language, and writing, and how much I treasure the process of creating.”

Some performers get off on the ego trip. An audience of eighty thousand makes you feel like a god. For me, the impulse is simpler: I want to please. It’s that instinct that propels me through the rest of this speech, monster truck tires thundering over my anxiety, more afraid of quitting than I am finishing. “I wrote this album because I want to be known as a try-hard. I want the world to see that my work isn’t easy for me. I titled the record after a Dickinson poem not just because of her influence on my writing or because I want to position myself among the great poets but also because Split the Lark is like Dickinson herself: ambitious, weird, surprising, effortful—and, if I do say so myself, brilliant.”

We recorded a lot of the album remotely; I did vocals in a pantry off the kitchen, with thick quilts anchored to the top shelves to muffle as much reverb as possible. It was imperfect: listening now, you can still hear the sound of my clothes, the wires, the random creaks of the house. But there’s something kind of gracefully DIY about it, and a metaphorical weight to it too—this is a record about creation. It makes sense to leave a little bit of the process buried in the mix.

“It’s bold,” Ben says when we finish. “Quiet, but bold.”

Fuck. “Bold” is Ben’s way of saying he has notes.

“It’s definitely a new sound for you. Almost—bedroom pop, but not,” Shane says.

“The vocals are clear in a way that bedroom pop isn’t, obviously,” Jeff adds. “But there is an experimentation to the arrangement that’s interesting.”

“Mhmm, absolutely.” Shane nods. “I’m just wondering, lyrically, whether some of it feels a little … academic?”

“Yeah, I had the same note,” Jeff says. “Like, even with the title—are people going to get that?”

You think rejection will get easier, but the truth is some wounds always hurt. “It’s from a poem,” I explain, “about—you know, slaughtering the bird to find where the music comes from.” It’s conceivable that Emily Dickinson was writing about the impossibility of locating the muse, but “Split the Lark” always seemed to me like a broader, distinctly modern rebuke: Stop asking for more, it says. Listen to the song (or read the poem), and leave the rest alone.

Ben looks at me over the top of his thick-rimmed glasses, his arms crossed in front of his chest. “That’s a lot of abstraction for a record that’s professing to be vulnerable.”

With her hip pressed into a filing cabinet against the wall, Kelsey raises an eyebrow at me. Wonder why that might be?

WE TAKE THE FREEWAY HOME. THE 10 CRAWLS IN BOTH DIRECTIONS. Meanwhile I’ve moved swiftly from embarrassment to the much easier emotional meter of outrage. “I mean, are we really not past the notes-giving portion of my career?” I say to Sloane.

My publicist’s thumbs dart over her phone. “One of your goals with this record was to try to confront this dialogue about your authenticity, and I think that’s a goal you share with the label,” she says. “The way you’ve come at it is by trying to explain that, for you, trying happens naturally.”

“Exactly.” My ambition—or my success—has gotten me into a little bit of trouble, publicly. The same people who are suspicious of my Good Girl affect also doubt the emotional nature of my songwriting: that my feelings might be a capitalist ploy; that I’m only pretending to share my secrets with the world because I know a rabid, parasocial fan base will help me sell records.

“I think the label might prefer we combat that dialogue more straightforwardly, in a less craft-oriented way,” she says. “They don’t actually want Fetch the Bolt Cutters, you know?”

I like Sloane because she doesn’t give an easy yes. She isn’t afraid of me, and it means I get the truth from her, or at least she challenges my thinking. I am skeptical of people who tell me I’m wonderful. (Ironically, since it is the only thing I want to hear. I just don’t trust it when it comes too frequently or unequivocally.)

“I’ve made a record that isn’t very commercial,” I say. “There’s not much more I can do to prove I’m not some kind of emotional scammer than intentionally ignoring the bottom line.”

“I know it’s not fair that we’re in this position,” Sloane says. “Men never get called calculating.”

I sigh, a frustrated, noisy exhale. And then my phone rings: Mom. I frown. “I thought she had clients all day,” I say to Sloane. I tap the button to add a message to my decline: call you later.

“How is she doing?”

“Busy, allegedly.”

Sloane laughs. “It’s amazing that she’s still practicing.”

“It would be different if she worked at a hospital or something, but with a private practice she can control her client roster pretty well. She doesn’t take on anyone without a referral. And when one of my stalkers slips through the cracks, she just reframes it as an opportunity to get them the help they need.”

Sloane laughs grimly. “And we quietly file for another restraining order.”

My phone rings again. Nick this time.

“You can take that,” Sloane says.

I shake my head. “It’s fine.” Debriefing with Sloane, I type.

“He’s out on Long Island?”

I nod.

“Is he working on anything new?”

“A new novel?”

Sloane nods.

“Hmm. I think he’d want me to say yes, but I think all the development work—since Leesider—is keeping him busy. And the money is better.” Not that he needs it.

Your mom is trying to use me as a back channel, Nick types.

And then Sloane’s phone pings. She looks at the alert, then begins tap-tapping into her screen, hurried. “What did you say your relationship was to that girl?” she asks. “The one from your hometown.”

I feel something heavy slide from my throat to my belly button. “I—I didn’t.”

“But you knew her?”

“Yeah.”

Sloane is still typing. “How well?”

“Why?”

Sloane makes three quick taps on her phone and then turns the screen to show me a grainy, pixelated image—a photo of a photo, as if someone has taken a picture of a newspaper clipping. In the shot, a dozen high schoolers stand on a stage in warm amber light. Their costuming is a chaotic mash-up: some are dressed in ballet leotards, others in basketball shorts; one like a magician, in a caped suit like Dracula. At the far end of the group are two girls, both dressed in jeans, one with dark hair, the other a honeyed brown. The production quality is low enough that they might be anyone—regular teenagers in a regular suburban auditorium. If one of those two girls didn’t grow into one of the most recognizable faces on the planet, you wouldn’t look twice.

Until this morning, only a few very weird corners of the internet had stumbled across my hometown’s fifteen-year-old cold case. I know because I googled Kelsey from time to time and always ended up on a true-crime message board where her story never quite made the cut when the citizen detectives mined for new obsessions. There were no interesting aberrations—no phone calls that pinged the wrong cell tower; no friendship bracelets found fifty feet from the crime scene; no crime scene at all, actually. The cops believed she ran away. I liked to imagine her boarding a Greyhound to Nashville, chasing the one dream she wanted more than all the rest.

I haven’t talked about Kelsey in fifteen years. No interviewer ever asked me if I had a friend who went missing. No fans combed my lyrics for references to the girl who disappeared. Why would they? A teenage girl from the wrong side of the tracks goes missing every day. Certainly no one ever dug up this photo, a nothing piece of feel-good journalism covering the local high school’s talent show.

Sloane speaks first. “I think it’s impossible to tell who this is,” she says. “But you know my rule.”

Outside, the car next to us thumps its bass in a rhythmic vibration. A traffic helicopter chops through the sky above. In my lap, I press my thumbnail into the crack at the top of my middle finger, where the bubbled callus made by my guitar strings pitches into healthy skin. I allow the nail to funnel into the contour like a tidal pull, back and forth, back and forth. On the sixth or tenth trace it catches, and I use my thumb to flick, gently, at the shedding skin.

We never lie to the press. Evade, sure. Lean into technical truths, absolutely. But Sloane’s one absolute, unyielding principle is this: we do not, under any circumstances, lie.




The Debut

Joni Mitchell never liked that people called her writing confessional. There was something distinctly gendered about it—did anybody call Bob Dylan “confessional”?—but most of all apologetic, like she had something to feel guilty about. The descriptor itself implies a wrongdoing; confessing is what you do when you’ve sinned.

I agree with Joni in principle, obviously. I didn’t like when people started calling my work “confessional” either—in addition to her argument, I felt it undermined the process, as if borrowing from my life was inherently juvenile. It was easier to see me as a seventeen-year-old with a diary than a savant, and so that’s what they called me.

But it’s also true that it might be right to characterize my work in that way. I do have things to be sorry for, and I’ve been writing about them from the very beginning.

I WAITED A MONTH AFTER KELSEY WENT MISSING BEFORE DELETING our MySpace. The fact of it had a habit of sucker punching me at random times: in line at the grocery store with my mom, charting a parabola in math class, walking the dog after school. All of a sudden, unloading bell peppers onto the checkout counter, I’d remember that all those songs I’d written for Kelsey—with Kelsey—still existed on the internet, like a digital graveyard of the person I’d been with her.

The day I finally logged in, I scanned through our profile while one of the singles we’d uploaded (“Made Just For You”) played on low, listening to Kelsey’s velveteen voice drawn up from the digital ether. I was right about this place, I thought, listening to this disembodied, digitized version of my friend: It wasn’t a memorial. It was haunted land.

I turned the music off and clicked into our inbox, performing one last obligatory sweep before shutting the whole thing down. Most of the messages were from men, only some of them truly creepy, with subject lines like hey and hi pretty above uninspired missives—just wanted to say ur the most beautiful girl ive ever seen. Adam’s caught my eye because it adhered to the rules of grammar and punctuation: Hi, my name is Adam McIver, he wrote.

I’m an A&R scout for Melody here in Nashville. I’d love to talk about your music and how Melody might support your career. Give me a call, he wrote, and then a phone number.

I closed my eyes and pictured Kelsey setting up our profile, her left leg crossed on top of her right in the desk chair, rolling her bottom teeth over her top lip with the effort of concentrating. “It’s not only established bands,” she explained. “All the guys who play at Junior’s have one.” Junior’s: the local shorthand for the Jolly Roger, the dive bar in town where Kelsey had managed to persuade the owner to let her perform. (“Only on Mondays!” he’d barked, worn down by her nagging. “And at four p.m. See how you like that crowd.”)

It didn’t matter that Adam’s message was exactly the kind of thing Kelsey was hoping for when she made the page—she wasn’t here to play for him. I wrote his number down in ballpoint pen on a sheet of printer paper, scrawled diagonally in the corner, then deleted our page in two clicks.

AND THAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN THE END OF IT. I MIGHT HAVE PUT Adam’s number in the sleeve pocket of my notebook and allowed enough time to pass until I couldn’t be sure whether he worked at Melody anymore, whether his number was still the same, until—probably—he had moved on, forgotten us, found something better. It could have happened that way—it might have—if it weren’t for Ms. Twyman and her lesson on sonnets.

I’d been having a hard time writing since Kelsey disappeared. Songs were off-limits, obviously—I didn’t even want to try, didn’t think it was even worth it without Kelsey showing me the way—but I thought poetry would come back to me, that I could slip back into the artist I was before we met. But my brain felt broken, like there was a glitch in the mechanism I needed to toggle between songwriter and poet, so I could hear words only for their melodic potential. Where “goldfinch” and “crustacean” and “eucalyptus” might have given me poems before, now I heard them only as unsingable, devoid of critical long vowel sounds, no potential for slant rhymes. Ms. Twyman’s lesson seemed safe to me because it gave me no choice: we would select, at random, a single word from a hat, and build out from there. Ready-made inspiration, I thought. When she got to my desk I reached my fingertips into the paper nest—a little damp after so much fondling—and pulled out a single folded slip. Barnacle, it read, in Ms. Twyman’s looped, elegant cursive.

I said it quietly to myself, feeling for the way my lips rolled in on each other with the b, the press of my tongue against the roof of my mouth at the -na, the clucking cull at the end. Nothing came to me. No images of thimble-shaped shells forested onto a ship’s hull, no acne-like stippling on a whale’s chin, no visions of coralish reefs on the docks in Maine. All I could see was Kelsey, tucked into her desk chair in her bedroom, haloed in twinkle lights, laughing, uproarious. Rein it in, Keats, she’d say. I’ll sound like shit trying to sing “barnacle.”

They say anger is a stage of grief. This is because anger is armor: you wrap yourself in it to avoid the hurt. Sadness will paralyze you, but anger allows you to keep moving.

What I mean is: For the first time since she disappeared, I wasn’t sad about losing Kelsey. I was furious with her.

I raised my hand. Ms. Twyman lifted her head at me, eyebrows cocked, teacher-speak for Yes?

“Can I go to the bathroom?”

“You don’t need to ask, Dylan,” Ms. Twyman said, waving her hand at the door.

It was one of those occasions—there were many, I’m sure—where my reputation as Thompson High’s Model Citizen worked as a shield: I passed three hall monitors as I made my way to the building’s sole pay phone in a mostly deserted wing off the art classrooms, each of whom smiled at me without asking to see a pass; Mrs. Tarlton, the ceramics teacher, and Mr. Hotaling, who taught Drawing & Painting, both saw me walk through the studio wing and let me proceed without question. I’m sure they all thought: Dylan Read’s a good girl.

I hadn’t meant to commit Adam’s number to memory. It’s a gift of mine, this capacity to remember minutiae without really trying. In high school I developed a habit of pretending to forget things just so that I wouldn’t seem like a freak, overly attentive, devoid of any interior world, without a life of her own. While I waited for the phone to ring I read the graffiti tattooed on the particleboard cubicle: steph swallows; a penis with cartoonishly hairy balls; big titty goth above two melon-shaped boobs with perfect-circle areolas.

“Melody Music, this is Adam McIver speaking.”

“Hi,” I began, and then the next part came without even thinking, without any sense of how I’d see it through later: “My name is Cameron Cope,” I said, “and you messaged me on MySpace?”

CAMERON WAS KELSEY’S IDEA. “NO ONE WANTS TO BE A KELSEY Copestenke fan,” she said, sitting at my computer, one hand on the mouse while the other fiddled with one of her necklaces at her chest. Kelsey was restless, always in motion—tapping her foot, bouncing her knee up and down, drumming her fingernails across the flat face of her guitar body.

I lay outstretched on my bed, chin propped on my fists. We were at my house that afternoon because Kelsey didn’t have her own computer—her family had an old, clunky Dell on the desk in the living room and dial-up internet only. “But it’s your name,” I said to her.

“What’s in a name?” she said, her voice pitched into a Shakespearean actor’s lilt. “That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” She grinned. “Isn’t that how it goes? You’re the expert.”

I rolled over, grabbed a throw pillow, and launched it across the room at her. In sixth grade I won a school-wide monologue competition—I’d chosen Rosalind from As You Like It, “at which time would I, being but a moonish youth, grieve, be effeminate, changeable, longing and liking,” et cetera—and for the next three months my classmates spoke to me only in affect: Taketh one and pass it back; Dylan, wouldst thou hand me the pinnies? Even Kelsey, a year older—a lifetime in middle school; there was hardly any cross-pollination between the sixth and seventh graders—had heard the way people talked to me, and she loved to tease me about it once we became friends, to use it as a reminder of all the ways my try-hard-ness got me into trouble. “I think the point of that speech is that the name is irrelevant; it’s Romeo and Juliet’s love that matters,” I said to her. “So, in this case, it’s the music that matters.”

“Oh, Dylan. You sweet, naive, good little girl. It’s the whole package! You’re giving them an experience. The name is part of the fantasy.”

“I would never write under another name,” I said.

“Because you’re a poet. Obviously you don’t care about fame.” She paused. “Also, you already have the perfect country-music name. Androgynous but not too edgy, sweet in a down-home kinda way.”

I shook my head, conceding the point. “So what’s your stage name?”

“Well, I’d like to do something that’s, you know, derived from my actual name.”

I turned “Copestenke” over in my head, tumbling the letters at the front of my brain. “What about just ‘Cope’? C-o-p-e?”

“Kelsey Cope,” she said. “Kelsey Cope.” She looked at me, the amber core of her hazel eyes glowing. “It’s sort of adorable. Is it too adorable? Hmm.” She tugged on her necklace again, pulling the charm back and forth across its gold thread—a pendant pressed with tiny diamond stars in the shape of her zodiac sign. It looked expensive, not like the rest of her Claire’s jewelry: silver chains greening, gold bracelets molding to brass. I’d asked about it once, and she’d told me it was a gift from some rich old lady she knew at the summer camp she worked at on Lake Tahawus. “What about my middle name?”

“Cameron?”

“Yeah. ‘Cameron Cope.’ Everybody loves an alliteration.”

“Kelsey Cope is also alliterative.”

“Shut up. You know what I mean. It’s like … polished. Intentional. ‘Cameron Cope,’ ” she said again.

I watched as she tucked a section of her dark hair behind her ear. She had a way of doing it so that some pieces stayed pinned at her temple, tumbling along her jaw. It looked purposefully casual. “I think it’s perfect,” I said, and Kelsey grinned at me.

“Good,” she said, “because it’s your nom de plume as well.”

MY MOM IS A FAMILY THERAPIST. WHEN I WAS EIGHT SHE opened a private practice and turned our pool house into a home office. That summer I floated in the shallow end with two noodles hooked beneath my armpits and watched as contractors in paint-splotched pants bumped their calves against the corners of the diving board. After that, I watched her clients come and go from my bedroom window overlooking the backyard. Often they were very young, like me, with jackets flapping open and dirtied nylon backpacks slipping from their shoulders. Their parents steered them across the crushed gravel laid by the landscaping crew in a neat path from the driveway through the gate and around the pool. In the fall the hydrangeas lost their petals, scattering them across the pearled stones like dusty pink confetti.

At the time my understanding of my mother’s work was basic in the general sense but sophisticated for a second grader. When my dad, a cardiologist, bought me a plastic model heart—the kind that comes apart at the seams, ventricle split from ventricle, aorta unhooked from vena cava—my mom gave me a brain. “Dad fixes people’s hearts,” she explained, pointing to the temporal lobe, “and I help them with their feelings.”

I knew that my mom was itching to talk to me about Kelsey’s disappearance. For weeks, I’d listened to her clock every spat—every flare of my temper—through her therapist’s lens, to the point where I knew that when I told her about Cameron and Adam, she wouldn’t ask questions about this stray piece of digital evidence. She wouldn’t wonder whether we needed to share this information with the police, who were calling Kelsey a runaway. She’d see only a patient who’d finally decided to walk through the door. Here I was, ready to process.

“I know I shouldn’t have lied to Adam,” I said to my mom that afternoon, sitting across from her at the kitchen island while she cleaned and diced rhubarb, quarts of bleeding strawberries already heaped on the cutting board.

“It wasn’t really a lie,” she said. “Like you said, Cameron is something you and Kelsey made up. A persona spun from your music and her voice.”

“It was Kelsey’s stage name.”

My mom shrugged, the way she does when she thinks her clients are oversimplifying, flattening something that is morally ambiguous. “I understand why it would be hard to let her go, is all I’m saying.”

I picked a halved strawberry from the cutting board and popped it into my mouth, chewing it slowly. It was room temperature and candied, perfect. “I want to go.”

“To Nashville?”

I nodded. “To audition for Adam.”

My mom lifted the cutting board from the counter and used the edge of her knife to slide the fruit into the saucepan on the stove. As she did so she nodded, not like she was saying yes but like she was thinking it over.

“Did you read the article I gave you on ambiguous loss?”

This had been my mom’s technique for most of my life: she left reading material in conspicuous places. A new picture book about a lost balloon when my grandmother died. Our Bodies, Ourselves on my pillow in middle school. Most recently: essays by C. S. Lewis and Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. More than once in my adolescence I told her this was passive-aggressive, like leaving notes about the dishes for your roommates. “Is it possible you’re projecting onto my intentions?” she’d asked.

There in the kitchen I shook my head. “Not yet.”

My mom nodded again. “You should.”

I had skimmed the article. It told me that in instances of ambiguous loss—which included missing-person cases and presumed deaths in which there are no remains (e.g., many families of the victims of 9/11 experienced ambiguous loss)—closure is a myth. I’d stopped reading because nothing about Kelsey’s vanishing seemed uncertain to me.

“Let me talk to your father about it,” my mom said then. “But I do think it could be useful.”

She thought taking me to Tennessee for a few days would help me process my grief. She had no way of knowing it would change my entire life.

AS A KID I HAD A NORTHEASTERNER’S SENSE OF THE COUNTRY. I’d been to California and Florida and, once, we took a national parks trip through a swath of the American west, but those were exceptions to my geographic rule; everything else south of Pennsylvania and west of Buffalo was uncharted. My trees were maples and sandy pines; my herons blue; my deer white-tailed.

In Nashville, magnolias tipped their wax leaf–choked branches out over 16th Avenue. Black walnuts with arrowhead leaves umbrellaed across the sidewalk. The Tennessee flag caught my eye in my periphery over and over again, a stomach-flipping double take: its three stars centered in navy on a red background like a ghost image of the Confederacy.

On Music Row craftsman cottages with porch swings and small, black-trimmed Tudors inconspicuously housed their artistry: music notes detailed onto a balcony railing; a placard marking a driveway for Mixtape Records only; in a few places, a campaign-style yard sign planted in the grass, celebrating a writer or artist—Congratulations Georgia Riley on your Billboard #1 “Not Over You”! As we drove closer to the high-rises of downtown and the Gulch, the buildings grew more corporate, houses swapped for multistoried brick rectangles. Melody was in a large tan office space with teal-glossed windows and a semiopaque atrium. While the label offices on the southern ends of 16th and 17th might have been, in another city, fraternities or yoga studios or undergrad apartments, Melody could just as easily have been a Kaiser or a Salesforce, one of a million routine corporations in a mass-produced commercial space. My mother hung back while I gave my name at the front desk—“Cameron Cope here to see Adam McIver”—and then we both circled the lobby in opposite directions, appraising the trophies on the walls: platinum records, tour posters, a collection of Grammy Awards arranged in a bouquet in a glass case.

Adam was in his thirties, with crystalline blue eyes and a permanent scruff. When he said our name it echoed across the waiting area, pinging off the high ceilings. I turned to him and felt the cold of the air-conditioning breeze up my skirt—I’d chosen a yellow dress, dotted with small purple flowers, something Kelsey would have made fun of me for wearing: It concerns me that you only have church dresses, I could hear her saying, especially since you don’t even go to mass.

I shifted my guitar case into my left hand and extended my right. “Actually,” I said, “it’s Dylan.”

Adam didn’t flinch. “A stage name. Sure. Smart, although I like ‘Dylan’ too.” He turned and gestured beyond him, down a brightly lit hallway. “You’ll have to tell me all about the choice. And this must be your—?”

My mom reached toward him. “Marion Breiner. Dylan’s mother.”

“Very cool.” Adam’s delivery was flat. Then he added: “A lot of girls just come with their managers.”

He led us down a narrow hall to an airy conference room, a white-walled rectangle with large tinted windows over the avenue and a table surrounded by Eames swivel chairs. Adam gestured for me to have the open space in the front of the room, while he and my mother took their seats. They chatted about hot chicken as I opened my guitar case, triple-checked the tuning.

“You know,” he said as I stood up, guitar slung over my shoulders now, “the picture you have online—”

On our MySpace, Kelsey’s face was half covered with a curtain of hair, turning over her shoulder, shot into the setting sun.

“That’s not me either.” Kelsey and I didn’t look anything alike. In high school she was tall and thin while my proportions were average—five four and athletic more than skinny. Her hair was a glossy almost-black; mine was a dusty brown. In fact everything about me was sort of muted—medium-beige skin that pinked with rosacea; pale gray eyes, matte rather than kaleidoscopic—while Kelsey was carved of contrasts. I was pretty, I think, in my own way, but Kelsey was interesting.

Before Adam had time to process it—before I allowed any silence between us to bloat with suspicion and doubt—I delivered an explanation I’d practiced on the flight: “That’s my friend Kelsey. We made the MySpace page together. We were a team. I was the writer and she was the singer. But she’s gone now, and when you messaged, I thought, this is all Kelsey wanted—a chance like this.”

“She’s gone? As in …?”

My mom spoke: “Kelsey went missing earlier this spring. The police believe that she ran away. I think we’re here because Dylan wanted to … honor their project, to see it through to the end.”

Adam nodded his head very slowly, his eyebrows slightly narrowed. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“So …” Adam ventured carefully. It was clear he didn’t want to seem cold or unsympathetic—but also that he wasn’t sure we weren’t just wasting his time for the sake of a therapy exercise. “You don’t sing?” he asked.

“I do. I can.”

“But it was this Kelsey girl’s voice I heard online?”

I nodded.

“She had a gorgeous sound. Like a thirty-five-year-old.”

I caught my mother’s face then, a quick pinched expression—a tightening at the jaw, the outside corners of the eyes, the temple.

“But they were your lyrics?”

“Kelsey and I wrote together,” I explained.

Adam inhaled deeply and leaned back in his chair, his hands together at his chest. “Do you have anything original to play?”

“Something I wrote without Kelsey?”

“Yes.”

My mom reached a hand across the table. “I don’t think that’s—”

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t look at my mother.

“Okay.” Adam nodded. “Let’s hear that then, please.”

THREE WEEKS AFTER KELSEY DISAPPEARED, I WENT TO A PARTY at Megan O’Neill’s. I don’t think Megan would have invited me, ordinarily; I think I happened to be in the vicinity when she was talking about it in studio art, and I think she probably felt sorry for me, because some people did then. I could tell from the way they spoke more softly in my presence and how they smiled at me in a closed-mouth way that they imagined I must have really been going through it. And I don’t think I would have gone to Megan’s if it weren’t for the way the weekends had become perilous vacuums of nothingness, giant black holes that devoured me with their lack of structure, and anyway Megan lived in the same subdivision as me, so I could walk there and walk home without having to ask my parents—because I had only my permit then—for a ride.

I heard the music as soon as I turned onto Megan’s street. They’d thrown open the garage doors, and Nate Morello and Julian Burke and Sean Torres had set up inside in the port not occupied by Megan’s brother’s air hockey table. I joined a handful of girls leaning against the table’s edge, their Old Navy flip-flops dangling over the concrete floor in primary colors: varsity blue and paper white and banana yellow. They sipped their beers while the boys “jammed,” mostly not talking to one another, their faces entirely, determinedly placid.

After “Free Bird,” Megan leaned over to me and said, “Dylan, you play the guitar, right?”

I nodded.

Nate Morello extended his instrument in my direction, the neck curled in his fist. “Wanna have a go?”

I looked from Megan to Nate and back again. I couldn’t tell if they were serious or pitying, if this was an authentic invitation to share the stage or if this was one of those times when a boy asks a girl to do something so he can watch her fumble. Just the day before, in math class, Amelia Clark had fallen into the very same trap, been given a turn trying to throw a paper ball into the trash can at a distance, and failed so miserably—her aim was three feet short and another three to the left—that the boys then shifted to trying to see who could take a worse shot than Amelia.

But this wasn’t trash can basketball or lunch table Texas Hold’em or powder-puff football. This was something I knew I was good at. “Okay,” I said. Nate pressed his guitar pick into my palm and it felt hot in an unpleasant kind of way, like when you sat in a desk at school and the seat was still warm.

I looked to Julian and Sean on the bass and drums.

“Do you know any Queen?” Julian asked.

I could hear Kelsey’s open-mouthed cackle. Idiots. They only know how to play songs from Guitar Hero.

I shook my head.

“You and Kelsey wrote your own stuff, yeah?” Megan asked.

I clocked her use of the past tense. “Yeah.”

“Play one of those.”

I paused. I looked back to Julian and Sean. “You guys just want to … jump in?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s chill.” Julian nodded, and with the back of his hand he pushed his long hair from where it had fallen across his forehead, his drumstick curled in his fist.

I began to play a song called “Never Have I Ever,” one Kelsey and I stumbled into in her bedroom one night, secret-sharing transformed into lyrics. “Is this anything?” I remembered her saying, squinting in the semi-serious way she did. It’s a real simple question you asked in the neon light / and I’ve got all your attention but it just doesn’t feel right / cause I’ve kissed lots and lots of boys but never have I ever kissed a boy like you. The melody unfurled slowly over the opening line, tumbled quickly over never have I ever, slowed down again to a talky kissed a boy like you.

At some point Julian kicked in on the drums, a very basic four-on-the-floor kind of rhythm that actually worked just fine, even though I was sure it was a decision borne from a shallow toolbox rather than any kind of creative discernment. When I finished there was silence for three seconds too long, and in the gap between the last note and when Megan said, “That was really good,” and Nate said, “Nice,” I caught Jack Rowley’s raised eyebrow and a stifled smirk on Becca Mahoney’s lips, which she hid quickly behind a long pull on her beer.

I knew my mistake immediately. I should have known that this wasn’t the place to do something earnest, a smart, blurry torch song about slut-shaming. If Kelsey had been there, she would have done something funny, like “Too Old For Young Life,” a jokey bit she did about the one time she tried going to youth group, or maybe “Summer Camp Crush,” another playful-ironic tune she wrote about how she fell in love every July at Camp Tahawus. These were less songs than they were quasi-parodies, meant to charm with their warmth and wit. Kelsey laughed when she sang them, winked, inserted long pauses between the verse and the hook, teasing the audience.

She would have known that even if Megan O’Neill and her friends wanted to use me and our music as some sort of proxy for the gone girl, they didn’t actually want to think about the weight of it, the heaviness of Kelsey’s absence. They didn’t want a little ballad to help them feel; they wanted to be entertained. That night I decided, never again will I forget this lesson. Never again will I be unclear on the terms of the bargain, the power in the room, how to take it when it’s not mine.

I PLAYED ADAM THREE SONGS THAT DAY, WRITTEN IN A BLIND fury after we’d committed to the trip. The pressure of the audition unlocked something in me—my need to be the A-plus student greater than any anxiety or grief or guilt that otherwise clogged my creative pathways—and I showed up at Melody with a trio of tracks that spun my feelings about my failed friendship into lyrics: first, an elegiac scene-setter on a lake sparkling with stars; second
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