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One day you will ask me which is more important?

My life or yours? I will say mine and you will walk away not knowing that you are my life.

Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet






PROLOGUE

“Where were you when you found out rock legend Elijah Hart had disappeared? That the talented yet troubled musician had taken a rowboat into the stormy waters off Iceland’s south coast and never returned?”

The radio DJ’s voice rumbles through the air in seventeen-year-old Hen Vögel’s bedroom. “I was right here,” she says to her walls.

“Maybe you were returning home from work when you learned the front man of the multiplatinum-selling husband-and-wife duo the Lightning Bottles had been declared dead,” the DJ continues. “Maybe you were on a first date. Or a last date. Or driving in your car with the radio on.” Hen shakes her head; she has never done any of those things.

“How did you feel when you realized his miraculous voice had been silenced forever?”

DJ Grüber does this every year. In case the emotions are fading, he tries to stir them up. But Hen doesn’t need stirring. The difference between thirteen years old and seventeen is supposed to be a caterpillar versus a butterfly. But Hen has remained stuck in her cocoon, trying to rewrite the story of her hero’s demise, since the day Elijah Hart disappeared five years earlier.

She stares up into his eyes gazing out from a poster tacked to the wall above her bed. There’s a permanent sunbeam stained across his T-shirt now. He’s tall and lean, his hair unkempt like he just woke up. One of his front incisors overlaps the other—Hen knows the details of Elijah Hart’s face the way she knows the curves of the letters in her own name—and his left canine points out a little, so when he smiles he looks a bit like a vampire, but not in a dangerous way. It’s just that you find yourself wishing he were immortal. His eyes are ocean green, but with a ring of yellow around the iris that makes them look blue at the right angle.

“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, I’m DJ Jon Grüber. But you probably already knew that, didn’t you?” Hen turns her attention back to the radio show and sighs. Why do adults always try to act so cool? DJ Grüber isn’t cool, he’s fifty. He plays a clip of himself announcing the news about Elijah’s disappearance, his voice in December of 1994 not quite as cigarette-smoke raspy as it is five years later. Icelandic authorities are reporting … the boat has turned up empty … no sign of the body … vigils being held around the world … I hate to be the one to have to tell you this … little hope for survival at this point …

Hen flops backward on her bed and wraps her arms around herself in a lonely sort of hug. She remembers the days that followed this terrible news. The television images of Icelandic search and rescue boats. Helicopters, divers, a splintered rowboat on a black sand beach, a shoe and a waterlogged leather jacket washing ashore. There was the revelation that Elijah Hart had made one phone call in the hours before his disappearance—to his estranged best friend and former bandmate, Kim Beard. Exactly what was said during that call had never been confirmed; Kim Beard wasn’t what anyone would call a reliable witness. Elijah’s body never turned up, but as the days passed, his death became a given. No one could have survived for long in such cold and tumultuous water. Except—

Hen sits up and meets Elijah’s two-dimensional, ocean-eyed gaze again. “How am I supposed to solve the mystery of you when I have no one to talk to?”

A scratch at her bedroom window is all that answers. A soft meow. The stray calico she feeds is on the sill, and when Hen lets him inside, he winds himself around her ankles like a friendly, furry serpent. She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a treat. He takes it from her hand, then licks her palm once with his pink sandpaper tongue before trotting off to the corner where she has set up a bed for him with old army blankets she found in the attic. She leaves the window open, lets the cold air flow into the room. Maybe it will finally jolt her into action.

“We lost a rock god in 1994, five years ago today,” DJ Grüber growls from the radio. Hen winces. Elijah wouldn’t want to be called a god. He was mostly affable in interviews—but say the wrong thing and a shadow would pass over his splendid face. “If you’re not a hero, or an icon, or a god,” Barbara Walters had once asked him, “who are you, then, Elijah Hart?”

“I’m really just a session musician,” he’d replied, gifting her one of his seductive grins as Barbara visibly melted. Elijah had turned to Jane Pyre then, looking at his wife the way he always did, as if he saw a pyramid full of hidden wonders, not an angry-looking woman in a plaid miniskirt and 20-hole Doc Marten boots. “It’s Jane I’m more interested in.”

Barbara had looked at Jane too, tilted her head, and asked, “Okay, how would you define your husband, Jane?”

“I wouldn’t,” she had replied. Hen remembered liking that answer. It’s what Hen would have said too, had she been lucky enough to be sitting there in Jane’s place. But it had only cemented Jane Pyre as unknowable, obtuse. Not especially likeable. How had someone like Elijah Hart ended up with someone like her? It was yet another mystery about him.

Now, DJ Grüber’s voice edges its way back into Hen’s consciousness. “To mark the fifth anniversary of the loss of Elijah Hart from this world, here’s what we’re going to do …” Hen leans forward, holds her breath, hopes he might say, We’re going to tell you incredible news: our hero has been found!

“We’re going to listen to some tunes, relive some hard moments, share some memories,” DJ Grüber says instead. Same old same. Hen stands. She crosses the room to her desk, where she reaches down and touches the closed drawer, the place where she keeps a secret that could change everything, if only she had the courage to let it out.

“Friends, I hope to hear from some of you today. Call in. The lines are open. Let’s remember what we loved about the Lightning Bottles. Let’s dive deeper into the brilliant musical legacy of Elijah Hart and remind ourselves he’s never really gone. But first—”

The DJ plays a recording of Jane Pyre’s voice giving the single statement she made after her husband disappeared. “He’s gone,” Jane said. It was the day after the search for Elijah had been called off, the sea too wild for rescuers to traverse any longer. The rock star’s wife—now his widow, really—had stared into the cameras and microphones with eyes like storm clouds. Icelandic police had just released her, having questioned her extensively and determined she held no culpability in her husband’s misadventure—even if the court of public opinion gave a different verdict. “I loved him.” Her brittle voice broke in two, then turned defiant. “And he was mine. My husband. The love of my life. So give him back to me. Let me grieve in peace.”

It had been all wrong, of course. The fans wanted comfort, for their grief to be validated. They didn’t want to be told Elijah Hart had never belonged to them. Not when every word he sang felt like he was shining a searchlight into the loneliest parts of their souls and saying, I’m here, I found you, you’re going to be okay now.

Jane Pyre didn’t speak to the media again after that. And she guarded his legacy like a warden. There were rumored to be unfinished Lightning Bottles songs in a vault somewhere, and because of her, the world would never get to hear them. She released an album of remixes that was nothing but a slap in the face to fans. And she never wrote another song—even though Elijah had insisted they were collaborators and had even gone so far as to hint that she wrote the majority of their music and lyrics, not him. No one had believed this while he was alive, and they certainly didn’t after he was dead. Jane Pyre was a succubus, nothing more. A talentless fake.

Hen had always had a hard time believing Elijah could be so wrong about someone, though. Had he really handed his heart over to a fraud? There had to be something about Jane that had caused him to fall so irrevocably in love, right? Hen tumbled this question around in her mind constantly but never landed on anything tangible. If Jane Pyre wasn’t who the world said she was, she had never offered an alternative, even when given chance after chance. She was as elusive and mysterious as a creature who lived at the bottom of the ocean—and only Elijah, perhaps, had ever truly known her.

Hen opens the desk drawer. Inside is a small wooden box. Her late opa whittled it for her out of wood from a fallen ash tree when she was little. You can keep your special things in here, he’d said. At the time, it had never occurred to Hen that her life would shrink as she got older. She filled the box with pebbles and feathers, then forgot all about it—until she finally came to possess something she needed to keep safe.

She opens the box and there it is. Her treasure doesn’t look like much. Just a crumpled piece of lined paper she handles like it’s the Hope Diamond. She runs her index finger along the creases, carefully coaxes the paper to bloom. What is revealed? Pencil drawings depicting a man and a woman, a story told in a comic-style grid. “The Secret Adventures of Adam and the Rib” is drawn across the top of the page in letters that mimic the shape of spray-painted graffiti. A hand-drawn character matches each name: Adam has hair to his collar and slightly hunched shoulders; he is lean-limbed and handsome, even in pencil. Rib has thick-lashed eyes and a familiar frown. She is wearing a short plaid skirt and lace-up boots.

To Hen, there are only two people these characters could be: Elijah Hart and Jane Pyre. Adam and his Rib, which is exactly how the world saw them.

Hen runs her finger along the pencil grooves. The first square in the grid shows Rib sitting in front of a computer, typing out a list. The names of alternative rock bands flow onto the screen:


1. The Disintegration

2. L7

3. Concrete Blonde

4. The Smiths

5. The Vaselines

6. Pixies

7. Jane’s Addiction

8. Sonic Youth

9. R.E.M.

10. Babes in Toyland



In the next square, Adam sits at a desk in front of his own computer, and Rib’s face smiles out at him from the screen. “Weirdo,” says her speech bubble—but there are hearts in her eyes. Next, the two characters are surrounded by musical notes, letters tucked into envelopes, mixtapes, song lyrics, everything flying through space.

Then a phone booth, with Rib inside, Adam drawn in a thought bubble above her head. Rib in a car, driving across a map of North America to Seattle, where she stands alone outside a bungalow surrounded by firs, pines, cedars. There is a racehorse inside her chest instead of a heart. You can feel how nervous she is. How expectant.

Finally, she ends up in Adam’s arms—and Hen can almost feel it, what it must have been like to be held by him.

But, one last square. A sad ending. Adam is alone, words about love and loss creating an ocean in the space separating him from the cartoon woman. Rib tries to reach out across the chasm but almost falls in.

Poor Elijah. It’s all Hen can think each time she unfurls this page. And she feels sorry for Jane Pyre, too—and wonders if she’s the only person in the world who ever has.

DJ Grüber has put on a song, and it drags Hen away from the drawing and back to reality. The Lightning Bottles’ first-ever and still most popular hit, “My Life or Yours,” never gets old. “The bass and drum intro grabs you by the throat, doesn’t it?” Grüber says, as Hen nods her head over a musical intro that builds from mellifluous to incandescent. “A full and unprecedented thirty-eight-second opening, very radio unfriendly, and yet that didn’t stop it from becoming the most requested radio song of the decade.” Grüber chuckles while Hen wishes he would just stop talking and let the song play. Instead, he keeps up his chatter, weaves it through the lyrics and melody. You asked if I’d die for you / I didn’t know what you meant / but the words were all there for me / from a prophet, heaven sent.

“He was singing about his mother, of course,” Gruber says, his tone somber. “We all know that now, because of the Kim Beard lawsuits. His mother, and some lines she used to read to him when he was a child from the well-known mystic poetry book The Prophet.”

Still gently clasping the piece of paper, Hen sinks back down to her mattress and listens with her eyes closed. Some great songs make it feel like a spell is being cast, and this is one of them. It never fails to enchant Hen, to lift her up. She’s soaring now, and nothing can touch her. “And here it is,” the DJ says. “One of the most famous choruses in all the world. Sing it with me, folks …” Hen can’t help it, she does. Baby, don’t cry / ’cause we’re all gonna die / might as well just get high …

“A call to inaction for the MTV generation,” Grüber says. “Sung by one of the most transporting voices in the music world.”

Once the song is over, he takes a call. A man shares his feelings about Elijah’s voice, describing it as “a roman candle that flares up in the distance when maybe you thought you were the only person left on the planet.”

A cold breeze from her open bedroom window ruffles Hen’s hair and she sits up, reaches for the telephone that sits on her bedside table. She can do this. She will. Today is the day. She dials before she can overthink it, and as the phone rings, tries to plan out what she’ll say. I want to share a memory—but it’s more than that. I was one of the winners of your call-in contest, back in 1994, when the Lightning Bottles were in Berlin for what no one knew was going to be their last public performance. And Hen would feel proud, nostalgic as she remembered the way the radio station had created a temporary concert hall out of an old, underground water-pumping station in Berlin for the occasion. For one night only, it was a hidden lair for the truest of Lightning Bottles’ fans, the ones who had dedicated themselves day and night to waiting by the radio, phones tucked into laps, handsets cradled in tensed hands, poised to call in at the right moment. Reportedly, fans had flown to Berlin from around the world only to sit crouched in hotel rooms, radios on, waiting, intent on possessing one of the golden Lightning Bottles tickets.

“Hello? Can I get your name, please?”

“Henri—Henrietta Vögel,” she stammers to the receptionist. “I go by Hen.”

“I’m placing you in a queue, Hen,” the voice says. “You’ll be live, on-air to share your memory of Elijah Hart in about forty-five seconds.”

Hen’s palms are slick. She distracts herself by continuing to imagine what she’ll say. I had to lie to my mother about where I was going; she would never have let me go to Berlin. By the time I got to the city I was late for the show and led to the only seat left—at the very front, but off to the side of the stage with a poor view. Elijah and Jane were standing at the top of a staircase, waiting to go on. I could see them. They were arguing. Elijah kept trying to hand Jane a piece of paper, and she kept shaking her head. I thought maybe they were arguing about the set list, but then she pushed him away and started to cry and it seemed more serious than that. Finally, she did take the piece of paper, but she crumpled it up. She threw it into a trash bin at the bottom of the steps. As the two of them went onstage, I darted over and grabbed that piece of paper from the trash. I put it in my pocket—and I’ve had it ever since.

Grüber’s voice is loud and sudden in Hen’s ear. “Who do we have on the line, and what do you want to share with us on the anniversary of the loss of Elijah Hart?”

She can’t speak.

“Hello? Do we still have you on the line?”

“Um. Hi. Well. So. It’s just that—um. I think he might not be …” I believe Elijah Hart is still alive, and that he’s using street art to send out messages. She slams down the receiver. She can’t do it. Her story would sound like the lie of an obsessed fan. And besides, this isn’t just her secret. It’s Elijah’s—and Hen knows in her heart there’s only one person in the world he would want to share it with. And that person is Jane Pyre.

DJ Grüber has put on a song—“Watching Us”—to cover up the abrupt silence on-air. Unlike “My Life or Yours,” this one gets right to it, a quick guitar riff and then Elijah’s voice, singing, I give you all my sweetness but my love comes out a scream … Take my flesh, my bones, my body, as he’s watching through the screen …

“Hen?”

Startled, Hen hides her secret drawing in her fist, crumpling it the way Jane Pyre once did. Her mother is standing in the doorway.

“Are you alright? I heard a bang.”

“I’m fine, Mama. I just dropped something.”

Anja is wrapped in the blue bathrobe she always wears, but her hair is wet and brushed back. She’s showered, a good sign. This has been happening more often lately, but the steps Hen’s mother takes into the world are so small that Hen, at the precipice of adulthood and longing to fly away, can no longer find hope in them.

“Will we maybe walk out to the edge of the driveway today?” Anja asks, and Hen tries not to grimace. The edge of the driveway—at this rate, her mother will make it into town by the time she’s ninety.

“I’m listening to something on the radio right now.” Hen hears the dismissiveness in her tone, sees the ripple of hurt in her mother’s eyes, feels sorry, but not enough to say so. “Maybe later, okay?”

“Of course. And maybe you could also go to the market and get me some noodles and cheese. I’ll make käsespätzle. Would you like that? It’s Saturday. We should do something fun.”

Noodles and cheese. A fun Saturday night. Despite the open window, the air in the room feels suddenly oppressive. In the past, when Anja would send her on errands, Hen would rush to the market as fast as she could, afraid that by the time she got home her mother would have retreated back into the place inside her head that made her ask things like, “Did the cashier touch her earlobe, did she scratch her nose? Did you see any men on the streets, tying their shoes?” Hen has had to remind her mother hundreds of times that the Berlin Wall fell years ago now. The Stasi are gone, the neighbors are not spies, Mama. Sometimes her mother will say, No, that can’t be true. Other times, she will tell Hen that she knows the Wall is gone—and that’s even more reason to be cautious. There is nothing to protect us now, vögelchen. Little bird. Hen’s mother was fed propaganda like porridge, along with everyone else in East Germany. But not everyone took it as literally as she did. There is no help for people like her, the ones who don’t know how to move on. No one even wants to believe that people like her mother exist.

“Yes, Mama. I’ll go later, okay?”

Once her mother is gone, Hen crosses her room to the wall that faces the window. Here, she has set up a milking stool she took from the abandoned barn on the property next to hers, and a bunch of old buckets. It’s the closest she has ever been able to get to a drum kit. She sits on the stool and picks up her drumsticks. The music from the radio is still filling her room, and Hen begins to play along, pumping her foot up and down on an imaginary bass pedal and hitting one of the buckets so hard it almost falls over. She can’t believe she actually called into that radio show. Had she really been about to tell her story live, on-air?

As the music keeps playing, she can see herself at fourteen, fifteen, sixteen. Concocting more lies to tell her mother so she could return to Berlin, always with the drawing tucked into her pocket. Elijah Hart did the art for the Lightning Bottles’ second album, and it was as if the cover and liner notes had been decorated in graffiti. In a few interviews, he expressed his interest in street art. And so, during her visits to Berlin, Hen sought to understand what Elijah loved so much about this form of expression. Why had he made the title, The Secret Adventures of Adam & the Rib, look like graffiti spray-painted on a building wall? Had he ever done this in real life? She wanted to know him, to understand him, to connect the piece of art she had of his to something real in the world.

Until finally, she made a connection beyond her wildest dreams.

Graffiti allowed a person to be somewhat famous, but in secret. You could plaster your work across apartment buildings, emblazon it on subway cars—and if you were careful enough, no one would know it was you.

But Hen had known.

She taps at her drum-buckets, loses herself a bit more in the music, closes her eyes—and she can see it in her mind’s eye, among the ubiquitous layers of graffiti and art coating Haus Schwarzenberg alley in Berlin: those soft but certain pencil-like strokes, done in paint. The brightness of the title, emblazoned across the top of the poster. It looked like the cover of a comic book—one called The Secret Adventures of Adam & the Rib.

Shock had frozen Hen in place. She had looked up and down the alleyway, wondering if anyone else saw what she saw. But of course no one did. She was the one who had the piece of paper in her pocket. The only one who knew what this meant—what this could be. What it was.

The poster had been decoupaged to the brick wall with thick swaths of glue. It was not enough to say the style of art on the poster was similar to the drawing Hen had in her possession. Not enough to claim some of the details as the same. The character on the poster was a replica of Adam, there was no question. Never had Hen felt so elated—and then, all at once, never so alone. She didn’t want to be the weird girl with the shut-in mother anymore. Having a secret this huge made her long for a friend more than she ever had before.

I believe Elijah Hart is still alive, and that he’s using street art to send out messages.

And I wish, more than anything, that I had someone to tell.

Hen keeps playing her fake bucket drums, can at this point almost believe they’re not made of plastic. She feels a sudden sense of power; the music does that for her. If she can conjure a drumbeat from thin air, what else can she conjure? It’s such a great feeling, the moment of being swept away by a song. The way music can make it feel like anything is possible.

The song ends, and in the beat of silence that follows before the DJ speaks again, Hen hears a car’s engine outside. Startled, she drops her drumsticks and rushes to the window. No one ever comes out here. She hears the solid clunk of a car door slamming, the creak of an opening trunk, leans out the window to see what’s going on next door.

A small field separates the two properties, and in the distance, a woman wearing large, dark sunglasses, her hair tucked up under a black flat cap, walks back and forth between the car and the house, carrying luggage. The month before, there had been a flurry of renovations done next door. Hen’s mother had watched out the downstairs window, her face creased with worry as a delivery of sleek, simple furniture arrived. But then nothing happened. The house sat, dressed up for a party no one seemed to be coming to. “They’re probably going to sell it,” Hen said to her mother. “We might get neighbors—it will be fine. Nothing to be afraid of.”

The woman carries a suitcase, then a duffel bag, then what looks like a small safe. She comes back outside empty-handed and looks around. Is she from town? Likely not. Even from a distance, Hen can see she’s dressed in shredded jeans, combat boots, a leather jacket. No one from town dresses cool like that. A gust of wind blows the cap from her head, revealing mahogany hair in a Cleopatra-style bob—and Hen is struck by powerful déjà vu. She leans farther out the window, watching as the woman bends to retrieve her hat. Her sunglasses slip from her face, then fall to the frost-crunchy grass. The woman retrieves them and walks—no, stalks—back toward the house, barefaced, bareheaded. Hen leans so far out she has to clutch the window frame so she won’t fall.

Could it be?

Those maroon-painted lips. That scowl, as if even the wind is trying to get her. But now she’s out of sight and Hen can’t be sure.

Of course it wasn’t Jane Pyre, she tells herself. But she flings open her bedroom door and runs down the stairs two at a time, desperate to be certain. She’s got her shoes on, is almost out the front door, when her mother comes out of the living room to ask where she’s going.

“To the market, of course, like you asked me to,” Hen lies. “And … I might go bird-watching,” she adds, pulling binoculars from their peg beside the front door. What a stupid lie. She’s seventeen, not seventy-five. But her mother believes her.

“Be careful!” Anja calls out, following her daughter. But she stops at the threshold, as if halted by an invisible barrier. She waves goodbye to her daughter and closes the door.

Hen runs. Soon she’s hidden in the group of trees outside the window of the renovated house next door. She lifts the binoculars to her eyes, brings them into focus. Black countertops, stainless steel appliances, wide-planked wood floors, stark white walls. And then—there she is, the woman Hen saw from her bedroom window, like a mythical sea creature caught in focus in the middle of an expanse of ocean that is really just a kitchen. Hen zooms in on eyes that are like gray flint, then lips so matte her lipstick looks tattooed on. Dark hair hanging in thick curtains beside sharp cheekbones.

It’s really her. It’s Jane Pyre.

As if sensing the presence of a spy at the window, she turns. Hen drops the binoculars and squeezes her eyes shut, clinging to a childish belief that if you can’t see a person, they can’t see you either. She watches vapor trails and shadows dance across the backs of her eyelids. They become threads on a spool, a story, a spell. Something is finally happening, Hen thinks. I am finally getting unstuck. But when she gathers the courage to open her eyes, the kitchen is empty. Jane Pyre is gone.
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