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ONCE UPON A TIME


Gretchen


Once upon a time, there was a girl named Gretchen Miller. Gretchen grew up to be a badass. She came from an OK family—nobody hit each other or screamed at each other. They liked each other well enough most of the time. But no one ever had any money. Gretchen’s mom worked at a diner, and her dad worked… sometimes. He wasn’t one of those stereotypical toxic men. He didn’t drink too much or yell too much. He didn’t cheat on Gretchen’s mom, and he attended Gretchen’s dance recitals—when there was money for lessons and therefore recitals requiring his presence. He just had trouble seeing himself as the kind of guy who made minimum wage doing general labor, or driving the shuttle at a car dealership, or assistant-managing a McDonald’s, or, or, or. When he’d drink—not too much, but enough to get maudlin—he would say, “Is this all there is?”


Is this all there is?


Every few months he would decide he was meant for better things. Bigger things. And then he would quit his job in favor of some vision only he could see. Unfortunately, often his visions involved pyramid schemes. Gretchen’s mom was a career waitress, but she didn’t bring home enough to float the household on her own, so when Gretchen’s dad was in one of his delusions-of-grandeur phases, things in the Miller household would get tight. Tighter. Gretchen and her sister, Ingrid, would get free lunch at school, which sounds great in theory but was in fact not great, as the school only served free meals to kids who qualified for them. Which meant Gretchen and Ingrid also qualified for a lot of cruelty from their peers.


But Gretchen, she didn’t let any of that stop her. Gretchen was the kind of person who watched and learned. She was a hustler. She scrabbled and saved, working through high school waiting tables and teaching at her childhood dance studio. Hell, she worked through middle school, babysitting and shoveling driveways and doing whatever anyone would give her money to do. She saved that money. For what, she wasn’t sure. For something.


All she knew was that she wasn’t going to be like him. Like them. She loved her parents, but she’d seen, from a young age, that the key to happiness, to peace, was self-sufficiency. To not need to rely on a man or the Man. To be your own boss.


And I am. Me. I’m Gretchen. The badass. When I was exactly halfway through my two-year community college degree in business and marketing, I sat myself down and said, Now. Now is the time to turn that something into an actual thing.


And so Miss Miller’s of Minnetonka was born. Tap, jazz, ballet, and hip-hop, ages three to eighteen. This is my seventeenth year in business. I own my own house. I have a retirement account. I don’t have to wear a suit or a uniform to work. I don’t have to ask my boss when I want to do something, because I am my boss.


I don’t need a husband or a boyfriend to chip in on the mortgage or the vet bills or the vacations I’m too busy to take anyway. If a boyfriend started mooching off me, it wouldn’t make any difference to my bottom line. Actually, if a boyfriend started mooching off me, he’d be demoted to ex-boyfriend.


So yeah: I did it. I’m a success. All those annoying memes you see about girlbosses are me.


So what’s the problem?


I’m having a fucking midlife crisis, that’s the problem.


Is this all there is?
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My best friend, Rory, stood and clinked her spoon against her glass even though it was only the two of us at dinner.


“I’d like to make a toast to—”


“Shh!” We were at Suz’s, an ice-cream parlor and diner in the same strip mall as my studio. It was often full of my students and their parents, and the news that was about to earn me a toast was not public yet.


“Oh, shoot, sorry.” Rory put her hand on her belly and sat back down. I didn’t know why she was holding the bump. She was barely showing at seven months—she was one of those cute pregnant ladies who look like they have a miniature basketball under their shirt but are otherwise physically unchanged by the process of growing a whole other human inside them. It would have been annoying if I didn’t love her so much.


Rory said, under her breath, “I get the need for secrecy, but if you think I’m not cheers-ing you, you’re crazy. Here’s to you and your growing empire,” she whispered. “May Miss Miller’s 2.0 be as awesome as the original.”


I grinned. “Do you think I need a new name? Miss Miller’s works for a kids’ dance studio, but does the new building, with the addition of yoga and Pilates stuff, need a name that’s less cutesy? More elevated?”


That’s right: new building. The badass was expanding her empire. After almost twenty years renting in a strip mall, I was buying a freaking building and doubling my square footage.


The answer to the Is this all there is? question had been no. Miss Miller’s of Minnetonka and an extremely shitty dating life that was slowly chipping away at my self-esteem were not all there was.


“Grow with Gretchen?” Rory suggested, laughing when I made a barfing noise.


“Elevated but not crunchy-granola.”


I wasn’t one of those woo-woo types, but I did do Pilates a couple times a week. It helped with the dancing aches and pains. Beyond that, it’s good for your brain. I believed in it—and yoga—as a force for good in the world. And like the dance studio, I wanted the yoga-and-Pilates side of things to be welcoming to all. But also as with the dance studio, I wasn’t in this just to do good in the world. What can I say? People who say money can’t buy happiness have never been poor.


So yeah, I did deserve to be toasted, even if it had to be on the sly. I was on my way to a whole new phase of life. Midlife crisis? I don’t know her.


“I say lean into it and straight-up call it Granola with Gretchen,” Rory said.


“Ha ha.”


“Well, whatever the name turns out to be,” Rory said, “I’m proud of you.”


“I’m proud of me, too, but to be honest, also slightly terrified.” Even badasses get scared sometimes. “It’s a lot of money.”


A ginormous mortgage. A hell of a lot more than my monthly rent payment for the existing studio. Which I wasn’t even going to be able to get rid of right away, because I was keeping it open while I renovated the new space.


And I was going to have to hire teachers. I wasn’t certified to teach yoga or Pilates, so unlike in the early days of the dance studio, I couldn’t just teach everything myself. And beyond the cost of the reno, I had to buy scheduling software and expensive Pilates machines, and, and, and…


Granola with Gretchen—or whatever—was a whole other level.


I reminded myself that even badasses get scared, yes, but the key point about badasses is they don’t let their fear stop them from doing shit.


Enough introspection. “Let’s talk about something else.”


“OK, how’s Ethan?” Rory asked.


“Oh, Ethan’s history.” She was referring to my latest Tinder dude.


“Yeah?”


She wanted me to elaborate. She liked my stories from the trenches of dating. She wanted to live vicariously through me, I guess, which was funny because I wanted to live vicariously through her. It wasn’t that I necessarily wanted the perfect domestic package she had—adoring husband, awesome stepkid, bun in the oven, gorgeous house on Lake Minnetonka. But I guess I had wanted it, once upon a time. So it was interesting to watch it all unfold for her, after the two of us had spent so many years as the main characters in each other’s life stories.


“I do have a date tomorrow, though,” I said.


“Oh! Who?”


The last man. My last date ever. Because Midlife Crisis: Averted had two pillars. Pillar One was the new studio. The empire expansion. Pillar Two was my retirement from dating. I wasn’t going to tell Rory about Pillar Two, though. She’d try to talk me out of it, give me the whole “hope springs eternal” speech. Nope, I was just going to quietly let that part of my life disappear.


After tomorrow.


“Just some guy who’s visiting the Twin Cities.” I shrugged. “He seems fun.” I wagged my eyebrows. “And hot.”


“Oooh, look at you. Getting some.”


Yes. Getting some. One more time.
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One more time, I repeated to myself twenty-four hours later as I pulled into the parking ramp at LaSalle and Tenth. It was a gorgeous summer night, the perfect setting for my farewell to dating. And I’d picked a doozy this time. It was probably because I could see the end in sight. Why not go out with a bang?


Hopefully a literal bang. Ha.


Usually when I swiped right on men it was because I thought they had potential. And I don’t even mean I could see myself settling down with them for the long term. Just that they seemed like decent guys. They could spell, they didn’t display any overt signs of misogyny in their profiles, they were age appropriate. Boyfriend material, if you will. I’d long since let go of the whole marriage-and-kids thing. I wasn’t sure I’d ever wanted the kids part anyway. But I did want… a partner. I felt like a dork admitting that, given how much I’d constructed my sense of self around my independence and my low threshold for bullshit. But I don’t know, sometimes when I got home from a long day at the studio, I wanted someone to be there, someone who knew who Sansa’s mom was and understood what I meant when I flopped on the couch and said, “Sansa’s mom is objecting to the recital costumes.” And then maybe that someone would hand me a drink or even, I don’t know, rub my feet. Gah. It’s excruciating to cop to wanting that shit, but I do.


Did—past tense.


I’d been dating as long as I’d had the studio—longer—and no one had ever stuck, not for more than a couple months. I had no shorthand and no foot rubs. Apparently I was not a girlboss when it came to love.


I was so, so tired of dating. Way-deep-inside-my-soul exhausted. I was not the kind of person who took shit from anyone, least of all men, yet when I faced my midlife crisis head-on and took a good hard look at my life, I had to admit that I’d recently started… bending a little on the dating front. Giving the benefit of the doubt where it wasn’t warranted. Censoring what I said so as not to dent any fragile male egos. Sleeping with guys I wasn’t sure about yet to buy time until I knew for sure I wanted to cut bait.


The stupid part was that it didn’t even work. The past couple years in particular had featured so many mediocre men, followed by so much ghosting. I was utterly tired of the men of the internet.


Or forget the internet: I was tired of the men of the world.


I had to face the fact that happily ever after wasn’t going to happen for me. And, more than that, trying so hard and so continuously to make it happen was turning me into someone I didn’t recognize. I didn’t give false compliments. I didn’t laugh at jokes that weren’t funny. I didn’t get my undies in a bunch when a middling man ghosted me. None of this was me. I believed that. But I feared that if I continued along like I was, I might end up at a place where I didn’t.


Just as bad, dating was increasingly making me sad. I was, by nature, a glass-half-full person. Sometimes people called me bubbly. Which I kind of hated, but I got it. I taught dance to kids, and my hair was usually dyed some candy color or other. I was a bubbly badass, I guess. The point was the dating grind was just that—a grind. It was grinding me down. Sanding away my natural optimism. Which sort of felt like it was sanding away me.


No more.


Well, one more: Scott. A dude in town for two nights for work. Not my usual type of match—not boyfriend material whatsoever.


So one last hurrah with Scott, and then it was going to be all Granola with Gretchen and embracing my forties solo. Midlife Crisis: Averted: Pillar Number Two—complete.


“Gretchen?”


There he was, standing outside the pub at which we’d agreed to meet. He actually looked like his picture. He looked better than his picture. The image on his profile had been blurry, but on-purpose/artistic blurry. In person, he had a lovely, symmetrical face and appealingly unkempt ash-blond hair, and he was wearing a huge smile that made his blue eyes twinkle.


“Yes, hi. Scott?”


We shook hands, and my stomach did a little flip. He had a good handshake. A big, warm hand that would probably be good at foot rubs.


I reminded myself that that was not the point here. The point was to swipe on someone I’d never see again, have a fun last date.


“I like your hair,” he said, tangling his fingers in a hank of it. I was used to people complimenting my hair—it was my signature thing—but I wasn’t used to people I didn’t know touching it two seconds after meeting me. That was the first red flag.


The second red flag started flapping when we engaged the hostess. I’d suggested this place because it had a cool rooftop space with lawn bowling and a view of the skyscrapers of downtown. But when we were informed that there was no room on the roof, Scott said, “Oh, come on. I’m sure you can find something.”


“I’m sorry, sir. You’re welcome to wait. Or you can—”


Scott leaned in and aimed his twinkly-eyed grin at the woman, who looked all of twenty. “I hate to be this jerk, but do you know who I am?”


Wait, what? Did I know who he was?


The hostess smiled apologetically. “I do, and honestly I’m a big fan, but there simply isn’t a table available on the roof at the moment.”


A big fan?


Scott extinguished his grin. “Look. I’m sure you can—”


“You know what?” I interrupted. “Why don’t we go somewhere else? There are lots of places with patios on Nicollet. I’m sure we can find a good spot.”


Scott let himself be talked down, but not before asking if the hostess wanted him to sign anything. I was pretty sure she didn’t give a shit, but she feigned enthusiasm and handed him a napkin.


See? This is what I mean about bending ourselves to please men. Why do we do this?


Because it’s easier. We pretend to be who we aren’t or like things we don’t because it’s easier than offending a man. Or because even though we tell ourselves that a muttered-under-his-breath “What a bitch” or a texted “Whore” doesn’t affect us, maybe enough of those little barbs do eventually accrete into a weapon that’s big enough, and sharp enough, to start unraveling us.


“You want to come up to my hotel room for a drink instead?” Scott suggested when we were back outside. I’d changed my Tinder profile before my final round of swiping, making it vague and flirty. He had every reason to think I would be interested in going up to his room with him for “a drink.”


And hell, maybe I still was. I didn’t have to like him to sleep with him.


“Sure.” As we started the three-block walk to the Hyatt, I said, “I gather you’re some sort of famous person and I didn’t realize.”


He chuckled. “Yeah. I’m in a band.”


“Oh yeah? Would I have heard of you?”


“Probably. We’re in town playing the Target Center tomorrow.”


Wow. Sleeping with a rock star as my last hurrah: I could get behind that. I really would be going out with a bang. “What’s the band called?”


“Concrete Temple.”


I had heard the name, but that was it. Which was surprising, as I loved music and prided myself on following lots of genres. It helped in my line of work, where I was known for my inventive recital choreography. “What kind of stuff do you play?”


“Rock. Hard rock.”


That explained it. Hard rock didn’t really lend itself to kids’ dance recitals at studios in suburban strip malls. “Hmm,” I said vaguely, not wanting to offend him. Argh!—here I was, doing it again. I started over. “Don’t know you guys.”


“Really?”


Here we went. “Really.”


“We have a couple songs you’d know if you heard them.”


“Mm.”


We spent the rest of the walk talking about the band and the tour and him. Minneapolis was the second-to-last stop on a long tour. And “long” was saying a lot, because they were a “touring band,” whatever that meant. He was ready to get back to his house in LA. He missed his Range Rover. He used to lift weights, but it’s hard on tour; hotel gyms don’t have squat racks. The other thing that’s hard about touring is the food. The other guys had all this garbage food on the band’s rider, whereas he always asked for a Vitamix and the fixings for green smoothies. He was getting really into Buddhism. The middle way—had I heard of that? He was going to give me the names of some books I should totally check out.


I made vague murmurs of acknowledgment as he talked, but when he informed me that sometimes the universe gives you signs that you need to be open to, I decided to wrestle hold of the conversation. Since this was my last kick at the can, I didn’t have to worry if it seemed like I was interrupting. “I definitely believe in signs from the universe. I recently had one myself.”


“What did it say?”


It said to take all the time and energy—and money; bikini waxes were not cheap—I’d been spending on dating and invest it in myself. Invest it in my empire. But I didn’t say it like that. I told him about Granola with Gretchen.


“So yeah,” I said in summation, “I close on August thirty-first, which also happens to be my fortieth birthday.” It didn’t “happen” to be my birthday; I’d done that on purpose, once I’d learned the seller preferred a late-summer close. I liked the symbolism of it. I would be closing on the building but also on the midlife crisis. “I’m going to have a party in the empty space. I was thinking I might make it a demo party—I’m doing a major remodel, so a bunch of stuff, including an interior wall, has to come out. What do you think? Would you be into a party where you could dance and drink but also take a sledgehammer to the wall?”


Scott wasn’t listening. I could tell by his glazed-over eyes.


I had lost my audience. I wondered why men never seemed to have enough self-awareness to realize when they’d lost their audience.


When we got up to his room, he took out his phone, and I had to listen to fifteen minutes of Concrete Temple—apparently my time to speak was over. I did recognize a couple of the songs, but only vaguely, and let’s just say I was not a fan. Let’s leave mumbled vocals and walls—nay, tsunamis—of guitars back in the 1990s where they belong, shall we?


When he stopped the music and looked at me expectantly, I was supposed to say nice things. Instead, I said, “I’m more of a pop person.”


“You would be,” he shot back.


“And you would know that how?” He hadn’t asked a single question about me. I felt certain he couldn’t have passed a pop quiz about the Granola with Gretchen monologue. When he didn’t answer, I said, “The cool thing is there’s lots of different kinds of music in the world. Something for everyone. You guys remind me of Nirvana. I’m a dance teacher, and I once tried to use ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ for a semijoking—”


He cut me off with a rough kiss.


OK, no, turns out I did have to like a guy to sleep with him. And I did not like this one. I guess if signs from the universe are real, this was mine to skip the last hurrah and retire from dating effective immediately. Pillar Number Two: activate. I pushed him off me. “I should go.”


“Really?”


“Really.”


“You just got here.”


“I know.” This was the part where I would usually make up a lie about having forgotten something I had to do in order to make my desire to leave about some external thing rather than about him, but I kept my mouth shut.


“I have to say, Gretchen,” he said with a smirk, “you’re passing on an opportunity here that would at least give you a good story to tell your friends. Do you know—”


“Are you about to ‘Do you know who I am?’ me? Because I think we’ve established that no, I do not know who you are.”


He held his hands up in an exaggerated fashion, like he was the subject of a stickup in a silent movie. I knew that gesture. It was designed to telegraph that I was being difficult. Shrill. If there were an audience, he would have broken the fourth wall and looked at them like Can you believe this crazy chick?


And yep, just in case I hadn’t gotten the silent message, as I was making my way out the door, he muttered, “Bitch.”


So predictable, these mediocre men.


I stitched myself back together as I rode down in the elevator. Hardened myself. I was a bitch. I was a bitch who got shit done and didn’t take crap from anyone. Back in my car, I got out my phone and deleted Tinder. And all the rest of them: Hinge, Bumble, all of it.


I gave half a thought to getting out, setting my phone against my rear tire, and backing over it.


I was almost forty, and I was retired from dating. I had a successful business I had built from nothing and was about to take to the next level. I had family I liked and who liked me back, even if we weren’t close. I had friends I loved like family.


I had a good life.


Except that niggling refrain that had been wending its way through my consciousness of late was still there.


Is this all there is?


The phone rang. Rory.


“Am I interrupting the date? I’m probably interrupting the date. But it’s important.”


“You’re not interrupting the date.”


“Aww, really?”


“It was a bust.”


“Well, his loss. Next time will be better.”


I didn’t tell her there wouldn’t be a next time. For some reason, I hadn’t been telling Rory about my dating woes the way I used to. Maybe I was just sick of hearing myself talk.


“You know Imani Tran?” she asked.


“Of course.” Imani Tran was a legend of modern dance. “Do you know Imani Tran?”


“Not personally. But I went to ballet school with someone who went on to join her company. Imani was supposed to spend the summer at this camp in northern Minnesota called Wild Arts. She’s pregnant. She isn’t due until December, but apparently the pregnancy has just been deemed high risk and she’s been put on bed rest.”


“That’s terrible.”


“For her, yes. For you, maybe not.”


“Huh?”


“Imani felt bad pulling out so late, so she’s trying to find a replacement. She asked my friend, who can’t do it. My friend, knowing I’m in Minnesota, asked me.”


“And you can’t do it, as you’re about to pop.” Pregnant ladies everywhere. Maybe that was why I’d stopped confiding in Rory. I always used to be the older, wiser one, the one dispensing the advice. But now she was married and pregnant, so that just left me and my midlife crisis.


“Well, not till September twentieth, God willing. But yes, I’m not prepared to spend the summer in the woods. So I suggested you.”


“That’s nice of you, but I can’t leave the studio.” Could I? “And I have way too much going on with the new building.” Didn’t I?


For some reason, the idea of spending the summer in the woods was… appealing? Even though I was not an outdoorsy person. Growing up in a trailer had been, at times, a little too close to camping for adult me to have any interest in sleeping outside on purpose.


“Hear me out,” Rory said. “You always do the two-week closure in the dead of summer. The camp thing is two monthlong sessions. If you did the first session only, you’d really be helping them out. You’d only need someone to cover your classes for two weeks, and that someone is me.”


“Yeah, but it’s not just the teaching, it’s all the admin stuff. The boss stuff.”


Her silence let me know what she thought of that. Rory had been my second-in-command for years, and she ran her own ballet business, too. She was more than capable.


“Fine,” I said, “but what about the new place?”


“You don’t even close on it until your birthday.”


“Yeah, but I’m allowed two visits before that. I was going to take Justin through.” Justin was my contractor.


“So take Justin through now. Then go to camp. Or I’ll take Justin through.” When I didn’t say anything, she kept going. “This is actually perfect timing. You miss two weeks of classes, but you know I can cover those in my sleep. There’s nothing you can really do for the new place at this point. I mean, you don’t even have a name for it yet.”


I laughed. I could feel myself softening.


“I’m not trying to bully you into doing this,” she said, her tone growing serious. “I just… I don’t know, I thought you could use a break. A real break.”


She wasn’t wrong, and it kind of… choked me up to know that she had me so thoroughly figured out.


“The gig is formally called artist in residence,” she said. “It’ll be you, an actor, a writer, and so on. As I understand it, you’re not camp counselors per se, but more like mentors. The idea is that you do the gig, but you also get free time to pursue your own artistic aims.”


“I don’t have any artistic aims. Not beyond the next recital, anyway.” I had entrepreneurial aims. They were taking up all the space available for aims in my brain. I didn’t need to go to the forest to find my artistic soul or any bullshit like that.


But maybe they wouldn’t have Wi-Fi at this camp. I thought about Pillar Two. My commitment to it currently felt a little tenuous. I’d been tempted to run over my phone so I wouldn’t backslide on staying off dating apps. Being occupied teaching in the remote North Woods seemed like it would achieve the same thing, and I wouldn’t have to buy a new phone at the end of it.


It could be a cleanse, if you will. A man cleanse. And when I came out, I’d be clear thinking and ready to go on Granola with Gretchen. Hell, in the quiet of the forest, maybe the perfect name would come to me. Or maybe I’d be so cleansed and at peace that I would like the name Granola with Gretchen.


I had liked the symbolism of going on one last date before retiring from men, the ritualistic nature of a last hurrah, but another idea was forming.


“You know how in fairy tales, there’s often a wicked witch, or a menacing old lady?” I asked. “Like in ‘Hansel and Gretel.’ There’s that lady who lures them into the woods and… I think she eats them?” I cracked myself up. “But she always lives in a forest, it seems like.”


“Yeah,” Rory said. “I think there’s lots of fairy tales like that. Doesn’t the witch in ‘Rapunzel’ lock her up in a tower in the woods? Why do you ask? Are you about to manifest a Brothers Grimm–themed recital?”


I ignored her questions. “All right. I’ll do it.”


Once upon a time there was a girl named Gretchen. Gretchen grew up to be a badass. And then she went to the woods to become a crone.
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INTO THE WOODS


Teddy


It was possible that the reality of the North Woods was going to be different from my idea of the North Woods.


To begin with, it was ninety-two degrees when I got out of the van at the Wild Arts retreat that was to be my home for the summer. I knew because the driver, a gray-haired woman who looked like Paul Newman’s fraternal twin sister, announced as much as we drove through a giant wooden archway with a sign that read, “Nature Is the Art of God”: “Ninety-two at eight forty-five at night—uff da.”


She sounded like she was straight off the set of Fargo. But she was right about the heat. It was hotter than the subway platform at 77th Street during a July heat wave. It was hotter than a stage in the literal desert at Coachella. It was hotter than the rage boiling in my jet-black soul.


I went to the woods because I wanted to live deliberately.


Not exactly, but it was a nice idea. In my case it was more that I had come to the woods because I wanted to finish my fucking album.


No, I had come to the woods because I wanted to start my fucking album.


There was also the part where I had nowhere else to go.


Well, that wasn’t true. My decade-plus in the band I’d just burned to the ground had made me plenty of money. I could hole up wherever I wanted to work on the revenge album. But like Thoreau, I was in search of the peace and solitude I hoped nature would provide. When the offer landed in my inbox last week, it had occurred to me that I hadn’t been in actual nature for years. I hadn’t even really been outside that much, except onstage at outdoor shows, on hotel balconies, or getting into and out of cars, for a year.


So it was likely that I was romanticizing the whole experience. I’d forgotten, or maybe I’d never known, that when you were in the woods, you were not alone. You were, it turned out, accompanied by approximately a million tiny mosquitoes and, in this case, one life-size mosquito wearing a T-shirt that read “I [image: image] Minnesota.”


I had a feeling that despite the cheery shirt, the Mosquito was almost as grumpy as I was.


Except that wasn’t true. She’d been sweet as all get-out to our driver, chatting with her the whole drive from the airport to camp. And when she hopped out of the van, she closed her eyes, sighed, took a deep breath in—she didn’t seem to notice or care that the air was as thick as in any mosh pit—and said, “I’m so happy to be here.”


It seemed to just be me the Mosquito didn’t like. Which… fair enough. I was no picnic at the best of times, and this was not the best of times.


She gathered her hair into a ponytail and fanned the back of her neck. I sympathized. I had long hair, too, and it was a sweaty mess in this heat. Maybe instead of the Mosquito, I should call her Cotton Candy, because that was what color her hair was. Come to think of it, her eyes, too. Her pale-blond hair had pastel-pink tips, and her big eyes were light blue. She was an entire carnival, and that was just from the neck up.


“Hello and welcome! My late additions to Wild Arts! I’m so glad you’re here!” A tall older woman with long white braids strode toward us. I slapped a mosquito as it sank a tiny, poison-tipped ice pick into my neck.


“This is the worst time of night for insects, just as darkness falls.” The woman reached into a fold of the… garment she was wearing and produced a bottle of bug repellant and handed it to me. “You must be Teddy. We’re delighted to have you with us. I’m Marion Kuhn.”


I was probably supposed to know who she was, but honestly, when I’d skimmed the proposal from Wild Arts a week ago, all I’d retained was the fact that it came with a cabin on a lake for the summer in exchange for some “artist in residence” duties I fully intended to phone in. It had been the right opportunity at the right time—a life raft when I was drowning—and I’d signed on without even talking to my manager.


If he was even my manager anymore. I hadn’t spoken to Brady since the last week of the tour. If Concrete Temple was no more, if it had splintered into individual shards, did those individual shards still have a management contract?


Forget management contracts. What I needed was a record contract. Because I intended to write a shitload of songs here in Mosquitoland.


“And you’re Gretchen Miller!” Marion exclaimed, turning to the cotton candy mosquito. Oh, wait, I had the perfect name for her: the Sugarplum Fairy. It encompassed her sickly sweetness and her annoying buzzing. If cotton candy and a mosquito had a baby, it would be the Sugarplum Fairy, would it not?


“Thank you for stepping in,” Marion enthused. “You’re really saving my bacon.”


“Thanks for having me,” Gretchen said. “It was good timing. I’m in need of a break from real life.”


Hear, hear, Sugarplum.


“I just hope I can live up to the…” Gretchen side-eyed me. “Talent pool you have in place here.”


“I assume you two have met?” Marion said.


“Sort of,” Gretchen said. “I introduced myself at the airport.”


I had not responded in kind. That was what I meant about not being a picnic right now. In my defense, I’d thought she was a fan when she approached me at a Starbucks in the Minneapolis airport. I’d been wearing dark glasses and a hat with my hair pushed up into it, so I’d been extra undercover. Which had led me to believe she was a superfan. The worst kind to encounter in the wild. In general, but particularly when one’s nuking of one’s career had recently been on display for all to see in the pages of Us Weekly. So when she’d flown at me all abuzz—that was where she’d earned her initial Mosquito nickname—I’d shut that shit right down, answering her questions in one-word grunts.


It was only when we were both being greeted by Paul Newman in baggage claim that I realized my error. It was almost funny. Here I’d thought I was being fangirled, and really she’d just wanted to talk to me because we were both going to the same place to bequeath our artistic sensibilities to the masses or some shit.


I told myself to stop being such a dick. Gretchen was my colleague here.


I slapped my forearm, hitting an especially engorged mosquito so hard it left a bloody spot.


Gretchen Miller. I had eclectic taste, and I knew a lot of people across a lot of genres, but I was coming up blank on that name. Of course, this place probably drew from more of a regional talent pool.


Maybe she worked behind the scenes. If this camp was meant to teach people the music business, they’d be smart to staff it with producers and engineers and such. That kind of career was a more realistic goal for most people than, you know, that of an actual rock star.


Said the actual rock star.


But was I anymore? Could you be a rock star without a band? Could you be a rock star if you were just one self-contained shard?


Did I even want to be a rock star anymore?


So many existential questions. At least I knew the answer to that last one. No, I did not want to be a rock star. I never had. It just sort of happened. And really, I wasn’t a star. That had been Scott Collier, our handsome, charismatic front man and rhythm guitarist. Runner-up on the star front had probably been our lead guitarist, Jet. I mean, when your name is Jet Lexington—Jet Lex—and you have a penchant for standing on the very edge of the stage doing your over-the-top shredding, you kind of have to be a star, right?


I’d been happy to stand in the back with my reputation as a cranky-ass and play my bass and sing backup along with Luis Costa, our drummer. I considered myself a songwriter first. The only thing I cared about was that Scott and I shared writing credit equally, à la Lennon and McCartney. I cared that we made each other better. I cared about the music.


I’d thought he did, too.


“And of course I know who you are,” Gretchen Miller said, drawing me from my thoughts and reminding me that we still had an introduction in progress. “Tennyson Knight.”


Her use of my formal first name startled me. No one called me that except my mother, the woman who had cursed me with it in the first place.


“It’s Teddy,” I said.


“OK.” She shrugged.


It was a dismissive shrug.


It wasn’t as if I cared if people were starstruck by me. People generally weren’t—that was the not-a-star thing—and usually I liked it that way. I was the Mike Mills to Scott’s Michael Stipe. The Michael Anthony to his David Lee Roth. Not even. I was the Duff McKagan to Scott’s Axl Rose and Jet’s Slash. Rock people knew me, but in the real world I could generally walk around unbothered. It was a sweet spot I appreciated. The hat and dark glasses at the airport had just been extra insurance given the upheaval—and resultant tabloid attention—of the past week.


But somehow, irrationally, this shrug, this disregard, from a fellow musician got my back up.


Even though I had no leg to stand on here, given what a jerk I’d been to her at the airport.


Man, I was all over the place with this woman.


“I hadn’t heard much Concrete Temple before this summer,” she was saying as another especially vicious mosquito landed on my cheek. “It’s very…” Her nose scrunched as she searched for the word she wanted. “Emphatic.”


Well, fuck you very much, Gretchen Miller.


Gretchen turned to Marion and opened a planner, which I’d noticed she’d been consulting on the drive from the airport. Maybe Gretchen Miller was an A&R type. Maybe she had no business passing judgment on my music. Maybe she was just a suit.


Although that “I [image: image] Minnesota” T-shirt was very… not suit-like. It was formfitting, and there were splotches of sweat blooming beneath her breasts.


I wiped my brow. Why was it so damn hot in Minnesota? I’d never been to Minnesota other than to play shows in Minneapolis or Saint Paul. We’d played Minneapolis only a few days ago before heading to Chicago for the last show of the tour, which of course had turned out to be the last show period.


“I hope it’s OK that I gave out your fax number,” Gretchen said, showing Marion her binder. She turned to me and explained, “I have a real estate deal pending,” as if I’d asked. “I don’t know why bankers and lawyers and Realtors cling to the Stone Age technology that is the fax machine, but apparently they have to send some documents that way.”


Gretchen was definitely a suit, even if she didn’t look the part.


“And this is the day I have that meeting booked,” she said, tilting her calendar toward Marion. “I want to make sure that’s still OK.”


“All good. I’ll keep an eye on the fax, and you’ll be in charge of your own schedule here. I’m just grateful that you could fill in on such short notice.” Marion turned to me. “And you, too. The campers are going to be thrilled to meet an actual working musician.”


I made a vague hum of acknowledgment. I wasn’t sure that was an accurate description of me anymore, but I didn’t want to get into it. I just wanted to get into some air-conditioning, take a cool shower, and crack open the bottle of Maker’s Mark I had in my bag. Also, what the hell was this camp if the other staffers weren’t working musicians?


“Hello.” A tall, skinny man wearing a mud-splattered black T-shirt approached. “You must be our final two colleagues.” He strode over to Sugarplum and stuck out his hand. “Danny the Potter.”


“Gretchen the Dancer.”


Well, shit. I guess this wasn’t band camp.


“I love your hair, Gretchen the Dancer,” Danny the Potter said as they shook hands. “There’s a painter here who has blue hair. They should have sent a memo.” He ran a hand through his shaggy blond mane.


“Are there any other musicians here?” I asked. Not that I cared. I wasn’t planning on making friends, and when it came to music, I wouldn’t be collaborating on my next project or maybe on any other project again ever. What had seventeen years of collaboration gotten me? A broken-up band. A broken-up friendship.


“Just you,” Marion said. “Which was why we were so glad you could step in when we lost George.” She turned to Gretchen. “And you when we lost Imani. It was touch and go for a while there, but I’m so relieved everything is going to be OK with them and the baby.”


I had no idea who Imani or “the baby” was, but George was George Tran, a classical pianist my sister knew from her New York artsy circles. George knew the owner of this camp, who I gathered was some sort of socialite artist-wannabe. I was triangulating that information with this Marion person, who was wearing one of those sculptural dress-tunic hybrid garments favored by wealthy women of a certain age. When George had to bow out of his plan to be here this summer, he’d leveraged his networks to suggest a replacement. And my sister, not looking forward to my spending the summer moping in her guest room, had voluntold me. Really, though, Auden hadn’t had to twist my arm. I had heartily agreed that my newly unemployed ass could do with a change in scenery. I needed a fucking break.


So here I was. A summer off the grid. Peace. Nature and shit—I slapped a mosquito. Hopefully in a large enough dose for me to write enough decent songs—no, enough great songs—for an album. Over my dead body was Scott fucking Collier going to be the only ex-member of Concrete Temple coming out with a solo album.


So I needed to write some songs. That was my priority. Then I would come out of the woods and sort out all the legal and contractual shit. Decide what my next move was going to be. Professionally but maybe also literally if Karlie, my ex, didn’t get out of my fucking apartment.


“The blue hair belongs to Maiv Khang, our visual artist—she’s a painter,” Marion said. “Then we have Danny Frangopoulos—you just met him. And you, Gretchen.” Marion was counting off on her fingers as she listed the summer’s artists in residence. “At least we have you for the first session.” She made a frowny face.


“Yes, sorry,” Gretchen said, “I can’t leave my dance studio for that long.”


“I know, I know. We’ll figure out something for the second session—I already have some leads. But for now, we’re so happy to have you. We also have a novelist and an actor—there are six of you total. You’ll meet everyone at sunrise circle tomorrow.”


Sunrise circle. I did not like the sound of that—the circle part or the sunrise part.


“The counselors will be joining us after lunch. We’ll go over schedules and procedures then.”


“And the kids come Monday, right?” Gretchen asked.


Hold on. Kids?


“The kids come Monday,” Marion confirmed.


I had thought this was going to be band camp for grown-ups. Aging dudes who never got over Pearl Jam and fancied themselves rebels even though they’d just made partner at their accounting firms.


“As you know,” Marion said, although I, of course, did not know, “you artists won’t have extensive duties as it relates to the campers. But we are going to have some training on policies and procedures tomorrow, as well as a session on CPR and first aid.”


Fuck. This was what I got for not reading the fine print. Or any print.


I slapped yet another mosquito, eyeing the Sugarplum Fairy. Why wasn’t she getting bitten? She looked sweet enough to rot a man’s teeth. In addition to the candy-tipped hair, she had heart-shaped lips, pale skin, and a pretty fucking cute nose—when she wasn’t wrinkling it in disdain. She looked like a Disney princess fused with Katy Perry circa 2010. She looked like she could make small woodland creatures do her bidding as she sang girl-power anthems while dressed as a lollipop or some shit.


Slap.


“Teddy, you’re getting eaten alive!” Marion said. “Let’s get you to your cabins—they’re screened.” She turned to our airport chauffeur. “Lena, can you take them?”


They’re screened. That did not sound promising. I mean, it sounded better than They’re not screened, but I was the guy who always turned the hotel thermostat down to sixty-five. Back in the band’s early days, when we’d all bunked together in one shitty motel room, the guys and I had always done battle over the room temp.


I examined the buildings nearby. They were large and made of logs. The one behind Marion sported a sign that read “Office,” and it had some lights on inside. It also had windows that were cranked as wide as it looked like they would go.


All right. Yes, it was hot as hell, but I wasn’t such a diva that I couldn’t survive a summer without air-conditioning. I hadn’t had it my entire childhood. Hell, half the time we hadn’t even had power or running water, depending on what was happening with the rent strikes. I would have to settle for a long, cold shower.


Marion said good night, Danny proclaimed that he was off to visit the kiln—I realized now that what I’d thought was mud on his shirt was clay—and I followed Lena and Sugarplum to a golf cart. “It’s a fifteen-minute walk to your cabins, but with your luggage, we’ll drive. Well, I’ll take you as far as I can, and then you’ll have to hoof it the last bit. The paths between the cabins are muddy since we had some rain this afternoon. You might want to keep that in mind when you walk up for sunrise circle tomorrow.” I followed her gaze to our feet. “You’re fine.” She pointed at the ancient Docs that housed my overheated feet. “But you”—she pointed at Gretchen’s feet—“might want to rethink your footwear choices. Mud aside, there are Lyme-bearing ticks in these woods.” Gretchen was wearing denim shorts and silver, flat, strappy sandals. Her toenails were painted fire-engine red. I experienced a pang of longing as I eyed her perfect cherry toes—but only because I was jealous of how much cooler her feet seemed relative to my sweaty dogs.


“Got it,” Gretchen said. “Thanks for the heads-up.”


Gretchen sat up front with Lena. From their conversation, I gleaned that Lena was the camp’s longtime caretaker. “Used to be owned by the Girl Scouts,” she said. “Then it was a corporate retreat for a couple years. Then the yoga people.” I gathered from her tone that she hadn’t thought much of “the yoga people.”


“And it’s going OK now as Wild Arts?” Gretchen asked. “This is the third year of Wild Arts, right?”


“Yup, it’s going great. And I gotta say that though I’m not really an art kind of gal—I went to a play once in the Cities when I was young, and I didn’t care for it—it’s good to have Marion here. This place was falling apart when she bought it. I’d been doing the best I could, but as I told the yoga people, you can’t meditate your way to new shingles.”


The last stretch of the drive was through the woods, and we emerged into a clearing that contained a small parking lot. Lena cut the engine and pointed to a dirt path that extended into the trees. “You guys are in cabins five and six. They’re both music cabins, so I’ll let you sort out who gets which.” I was closer to her, so she handed me two keys, each attached to a red-and-white plastic ball.


“Oh, bobber keychains—cute!” Gretchen said.


I had no idea what a bobber was, but I handed Gretchen the key for cabin five, reasoning that if there were six artists in residence, cabin six was likely to be the end of the line and therefore to have a neighbor only on one side. I had been imagining living in Waldenesque solitude, not in a God damn neighborhood.


Waldenesque solitude with air-conditioning, but still.


“You got flashlights?” Lena asked. Dusk had become dark, and it was dark.


“Nope,” I said.


Gretchen dug around in her giant shoulder bag and produced a flashlight she flipped on and proceeded to blind me with.


I swallowed a curse and shielded my eyes as I slid my phone out of my pocket and turned on the flashlight.


I intended to take off—we both had our keys and our lights—but Gretchen struggled with her suitcase as she tried to keep her tote bag on her shoulder and hold her flashlight aloft at the same time. Sighing, I slung my guitar across my back, grabbed her suitcase and my duffel, and took off. I could afford to be generous because my shower, if not the AC of my dreams, was so close I could practically feel it.


Also because maybe I was a teeny bit sorry I’d been such a dick at the airport. Or, if I was the kind of person who cared what people I didn’t know thought of me, I would have been sorry.


I didn’t know Gretchen, so I didn’t care.


Which probably meant I should stop thinking about it.


I did not respond to Gretchen’s protests that she could carry her own bag, just trudged down the path.


I’d been wrong about cabin placement. Tidy cabins lined both sides of the path, which ran parallel to the shore, the even numbers on the water side and the odds on the forest side. I took in cabins one and three as we approached and extrapolated that Gretchen in five would be “across the street” from me on the beach in six. I would indeed be at the end of the line, though. Three of the cabins we passed were dark, but there were signs of life—a swimsuit draped over a porch railing, windows cranked all the way open. Cabin two had its lights on, and I could see the outline of a person moving around behind a thin curtain. Yep, this was definitely a Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood–type situation. Fuck me.


As we approached the end of the line, it occurred to me that a gentleman would offer to give Gretchen the cabin with the lake view, but I’d already carried her suitcase, which I deposited with a grunt on the porch of cabin five. It featured a single rocking chair.


Instead of using the steps, Gretchen leaped from the path onto the porch, landing more softly than I’d expected. She was light on her feet. I looked down at said feet, shining my flashlight on them. Her red-lacquered toes were streaked with mud. There was something about the juxtaposition of such perfectly done toes covered in mud that—


“Well,” she said loudly, “good night.”


I blinked, which had the effect of detaching my gaze from her feet. I didn’t return her farewell, just raised my hand in nonverbal acknowledgment and headed across the road.


My cabin faced the lake, so I walked around to find my own porch. It was bigger than Gretchen’s and featured a double glider. I couldn’t see the lake in the dark, but I could hear the lapping of the waves.


I had definitely taken the nicer cabin. I did not feel bad about that.


Not bad enough to do anything about it, anyway.


I let myself in with my bobber key thing and was hit by a wall of stale, humid air. The place had been closed up tight, so after confirming that there was no thermostat or window unit hiding anywhere, I moved around and opened the windows, shedding my clothes as I went. I took in the dark outline of a double bed on one side of what was essentially one big room and a table and kitchenette on the other. There was a minifridge, a hot plate, a microwave, and a small sink. Through the kitchen was the bathroom, where I found a toilet and a sink and… a toilet and a sink. No shower. No bathtub, no means of washing my sticky, sweaty self.


“Fuck,” I muttered into the hot, still night.


I made my way back to the kitchen and shone my phone light around as if I were expecting to stumble on a shower I had somehow missed on my first pass. The shower in the Greenpoint apartment of my childhood had been in the kitchen. But no such luck. My light snagged on a three-ring binder on the counter, cover emblazoned with the words Welcome to Wild Arts. Flipping past a text-dense letter up front—What can I say? I really do not like to read the fine print—I found a map of the property. Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood was indeed where the artists in residence were housed. The central area we’d come from had a camp office and a dining hall—those had been the log buildings I’d seen. Behind them was some artsy infrastructure: a visual arts studio, a kiln, indoor and outdoor performance and practice spaces, and a dance studio—hopefully Gretchen would be spending most of her time there. Beyond that was what I would consider normal summer camp stuff, though I’d never been to one: an archery range, a canoe shed, an area of the lake labeled “Swimming.” Beyond all that and along the lake were cabins I assumed housed the campers. Near them was a building labeled with a shower icon. I looked for something similar in Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood, but there was nothing.


“God damn it!”


I could feel the anger rising, this new but increasingly familiar visitor of mine. It was the same ire that had had me being such a jerk to Gretchen. That had made me lose my cool with Scott a week ago in that hotel room. The same anger he was now blaming for the breakup of the band, when he knew full well our demise was on him.


The unfairness of it all made me rage.


I swept my arm across the counter, and the binder hit the floor. The clatter it made—it was eerily silent here—was a wake-up call. It was one thing to get mad because your life’s work was crumbling before your eyes, another because you were too much of a fucking child to wait a day to take a shower.


More importantly, I wasn’t this guy. I wasn’t the rock star who trashed hotel rooms, the entitled manbaby who got pissy when the world didn’t offer itself up exactly to his specifications.


So I needed to stop fucking being him.


I took a breath and told myself to listen to the silence. To appreciate it. The silence was why I was here, right? I was going to write a shitload of songs in this silence.


It wasn’t actually silent, though, when you paid attention; there was a rhythmic background humming of some sort. Crickets? Cicadas? I didn’t know nature stuff, but it was a pleasing sound.


I headed for the bed, but as I walked, I moved the phone light around the rest of the cabin. There was an old but comfortable-looking love seat near a small bookshelf and… holy shit.


A keyboard.


I detoured over to it like a moth drawn to the light that is ultimately going to be its demise. The keyboard and a lamp next to it were plugged into the wall. So hey, no shower, but at least there was electricity—come to think of it, why the hell had I been using my flashlight in here when we’d seen a light on in one of the other cabins? Idiot.


I switched on the light to reveal a full-size Yamaha. This must be what Lena meant when she’d said five and six were “music cabins.” Gretchen must have a keyboard, too.


What was Gretchen going to do with a keyboard? She was—


I interrupted this train of thought—what the hell did I care if Gretchen had an extraneous keyboard?—and stepped closer.


Concrete Temple had been all guitars—lots and lots of guitars, which was probably what Gretchen meant when she’d called our sound “emphatic.” We were the grandchildren of Phil Spector. I had a baby grand piano in my apartment in New York, but I hadn’t been home much over the past year. And honestly, I never tried to write anything on it. It was for show, for grandstanding at parties, where I was known for being able to play pretty much anything anyone requested.


I hadn’t written on a piano in any meaningful way since my teen years. We’d had a shitty, perpetually out-of-tune upright in Greenpoint. Mom had inherited it from a guy in the building who’d overdosed. I had found a needle and a spoon in the bench seat.


A memory rose, seemingly from nowhere, a snake rising to the sounds of its charmer: Mom and Auden and I, singing in the dark while I played that piano, candles all around us. “The Times They Are a-Changin’.” “For What It’s Worth.” “Both Sides, Now.” Mom had been obsessed with the folk songs of her parents’ era. I’d absorbed it all, replicating what I heard on the scratchy records she was always playing. There had never been money for formal lessons—I only learned to read music as an adult—but I taught myself to play both piano and guitar from that stack of Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, and Joni Mitchell records. My grandparents’ records, I supposed, though I’d never met them. Peter, Paul and Mary had been a favorite of Mom’s because our little family of three could do the trio’s harmonies. “Leaving on a Jet Plane.” “500 Miles.”


“Lemon Tree.” We’d even had a potted lemon tree in the apartment in homage to Mom’s folk heroes.


That fucking lemon tree. I’d have thought it was long forgotten, but nope. Apparently it had been lying dormant under the soil that was my psyche all these years, sour as ever.


The night I was remembering had been dark. The electricity had been cut by the landlord, which in retrospect was not an unreasonable thing for a landlord to do when faced with a building full of hippies and artists who didn’t much care for paying rent. We had often gone without things most people would consider necessities—power, running water. Food.


But we’d sit in the dark and sing by the candlelight. We’d had no power, but we’d had the piano.


I wasn’t romanticizing those days. I wouldn’t go back for anything. Lemons could grow on trees in pots, even in semiconverted warehouses in Brooklyn, but a kid couldn’t live on lemons.


A kid couldn’t live on love, either, though Mom had sure preached that gospel. It had taken Auden and me years to deprogram ourselves. To understand that Mom’s version of love had been more about rallies and songs and whatever her agenda du jour had been than about actually caring for her kids.


“‘Don’t put your faith in love, my boy,’ my father said to me. ‘I fear you’ll find that love is like the lovely lemon tree.’”


It was funny how, like the memory of the tree, the song was still there, hiding out in the folds of my brain. I hadn’t thought of it or heard it for literal decades, but it had risen to the surface of my mind like the rubber balls Auden and I used to play with in the McCarren Park pool. We’d sit on them, hold them under water, and laugh when we lost our balance and they shot to the surface.


We’d go to the pool when the water was turned off at home. We’d swim, shower and shampoo in the locker rooms, and emerge clean and cool into the early evening. That had been a good feeling. A respite.


I looked over my shoulder, out the window into the blackness. I didn’t have a shower, but I had a whole damn lake outside my front door.


Turning back to the keyboard, I hit the power button, my throat tightening as a green light came on. The first note of “Lemon Tree” was a G. My finger hovered over the key for a few seconds as I swallowed a hard lump of emotion. The anger from before, from the past week—from the past year—had alchemized into something heavier and slower. Something more like sadness. It was thick and metallic in my throat.


I pressed the key. It was weighted, so it was both soft and heavy under the pressure of my finger, both familiar and strange to my guitar-calloused hands. I let the note ring out into the night and waited until the reverberations had fully faded before walking out the door and into the lake.
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