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            One
Something Is Wrong

         
         You never know when it’s the last time. There was a last time that I crawled, a last time I used training wheels on my bike,
            a last night that my immediate family lived under one roof. There were last kisses in fading relationships, last shows with
            bands that broke up, last laughs with friends who have died. One day, I’ll climb a mountain for the last time, talk to my
            parents for the last time, see a sunset for the last time.
         

         
         My singing voice was as constant as my heartbeat, as unique as my fingerprints, as necessary to my self-recognition as seeing
            my face in the mirror. Despite this awareness of life’s endings, I somehow never expected that there would be a last time that I would sing with my steady, reliable voice.
         

         
         In September 2019, Vampire Weekend sold out Madison Square Garden. Since joining the touring band a year earlier, I had played
            synthesizer, piano, guitar, and percussion, sometimes all of them within one song. Walking onto the stage that night felt like entering a pulsing city made of amps and cables and speakers, electricity sizzling through every wire. The hum of the arena reminded me of summer nights when the air vibrates, just before lightning strikes. 

         
         I stood stage left, in the back row, with two keyboards in front of me and a half circle of guitars standing behind me. I
            was wearing a bright orange tracksuit with shorts and white suede sneakers. Before the show, one of my bandmates joked that
            I was the missing Spice Girl—Pumpkin Spice. In the middle of the set, we sang “New Dorp. New York” and I played a six-inch
            cylindrical shaker with my left hand for eleven minutes straight; I called it “the eleven-minute hand job.”
         

         
         As we hit the dance bridge, MSG lit up like a giant red galaxy; the audience wore light-up wristbands synced to our stage
            lights. Our drummer pounded the kick drum, thumTHUM thumTHUM, like a heartbeat, my own heart pounding as I anticipated what was coming next. He hit the cymbal crash to end the song and
            the stage lights went dark.
         

         
         My legs trembled, but they carried me center stage. The adrenaline running through my body felt like a swarm of bees. My eyes
            were closed when the spotlight found me, turning my eyelids a peachy pink. The crowd thundered with applause when they noticed
            that the only woman in the band was now at the microphone. Our guitarist fingerpicked the opening riff and the first phrase
            of the song came out of my mouth. I know the reason why you think I oughta stay . . .

         
         My voice rose from a small place inside me and filled the entire arena. The sound surrounded me like a warm bath, my voice the fountain from which it poured. Performing felt effortless, easier than speaking. Ezra, our lead singer, had written the song, but I found an emotional entry into it as if it were one of my own. 

         
         
            I know the reason why you think I oughta stay

            funny how you’re telling me on my wedding day . . .

         

         I sang it from the tender spot in my heart that remembered the love that had slipped from my hands. The kind of love that
            felt like finding a paradise island, but then losing the coordinates forever. I inhabited the words like a method actor, willing
            them to feel true. Singing that night felt like summiting the highest peak of my voice, after a lifetime of climbing.
         

         
         Have you ever seen a bird ride a wave of wind, coasting across the whole sky without flapping its wings? That was how this
            felt. Soaring, but my feet were on the ground. When the last word of the chorus rose from my mouth, the crowd roared with
            applause, the high-pitched cheers of women’s voices cutting through the most. I opened my eyes, and even though I couldn’t
            see the exact faces of the thousands and thousands of people out there clearly, I could sense them smiling at me. “Greta Morgan,
            everyone,” Ezra said into the microphone, then motioned for applause.
         

         
         At the after-party, two of my old Chicago friends, Bobby and Deidre, sandwiched me in a hug. “Gretzky! You killed it!” Bobby said. We’d been friends ever since he played a few shows in one of my former bands, Gold Motel, in 2010. “Do you remember when we played the Frog Bar in Cleveland for, like, eleven people?” he asked. “And weren’t five of them in the opening band?” 

         
         “Don’t remind me,” I said, laughing. It had been nine years since then—when I was twenty-one. After that show, the promoter
            had held the $400 guarantee in his grip, seemingly reluctant to hand it over. “I expected you to bring a bigger crowd,” he
            had said, letting out an exhausted sigh.
         

         
         Like a good Midwesterner, I reflected the attention back onto my friends. “Tell me about the move to New York,” I said to
            Bobby and Deidre now. “How are you all liking it so far?”
         

         
         “Not so fast,” Deidre said. She put her hands on my shoulders and shook me like she was trying to bring me back to my senses.
            “Greta, are you celebrating this?” she said. “You worked your entire life for this and you fucking got it.” I was celebrating. When I started my first band, The Hush Sound, in my mom’s basement, at age fifteen, I never imagined I would
            one day sing on the same stage where my idols—Joni Mitchell, Nina Simone, Bruce Springsteen, Simon and Garfunkel, George Harrison,
            Bob Dylan, and the Beach Boys—had once performed.
         

         
         Still, this wasn’t exactly what I’d worked my entire life for. Being a touring musician in one of my favorite bands was a once-in-a-lifetime job, of course, but my truest passion was songwriting, and the Vampire Weekend records had none of my creative input. Danielle Haim had recorded the lead vocals on “Hold You Now,” the song I’d just sung at Madison Square Garden. Her voice is rich, deep, and earthy, and she performed the song with a guttural kind of punctuation. During rehearsals, the band encouraged me to sing it the way Danielle had. 

         
         When I made my own records, what mattered was that my voice sounded original, that it felt like me, and that it could clearly
            express the truth of my inner world. Once I joined Vampire Weekend, what mattered was my malleability, my ability to blend
            into a layered choir of backing ahhhhhs or the imitation of the female lead vocals on the record. After the album cycle ended, I’d return to performing my own songs.
            The highs of sold-out Vampire Weekend shows had satisfied a lifelong dream of performing for huge crowds, but they also ignited
            a hunger to grow my solo career.
         

         
         My first band, The Hush Sound, had a wild streak of beginner’s luck. After our first album was released in 2005, we were signed
            to a major label and I soon went on my first arena tour opening for Fall Out Boy, all while finishing my senior year of high
            school by correspondence. When we started the band, I was a sophomore in Catholic school and my voice sounded as delicate
            and innocent as I was.
         

         
         Over the next fifteen years, I made eight records with three bands, played hundreds of concerts, and grew from a shy fifteen-year-old girl to a self-assured thirty-year-old woman. When I started The Hush Sound, I wrote slow and simple melodies to suit my limited vocal range and dynamics. My gentle folk ballads were built around lilting classical piano and dreamy imagery to carry the emotional power. My bandmates arranged the songs, and producers built the sonic landscapes of our records. But on Midnight Room, my last full-length record made as a solo project, my songwriting had blossomed. I belted out huge choruses, played many
            of the instruments on the record, created sprawling soundscapes, and discovered a breadth of musical expression I never knew
            I had.
         

         
         I was excited for the next phase. At thirty-one, I’d fully cultivated my musical powers and felt ready to make the most distinct,
            truest record ever. I had admired Bobbie Gentry, Dusty Springfield, Linda Ronstadt, and Roberta Flack for their sultry, rich,
            nuanced voices. I wanted to make a record that spotlighted my voice, using piano as the backbone and building lush orchestrations
            around it. Till this point, most of my songs masked the truth in poetic ambiguity. But I admired the way country songwriters
            could capture a film’s worth of narrative in the length of a song. I wondered whether it might be possible to combine that
            level of storytelling with cinematic, sunshine-y, dream-pop. I longed to write songs with clearer stories, with bigger choruses,
            than I’d ever written before.
         

         
         After the after-party, there was an after-after-party at a loft in Midtown. The speakers were blasting so loudly that I practically had to scream to be heard. When I couldn’t stand any longer, my body exhausted and senses fried, our day-to-day manager walked me back to the hotel. When I staggered into my room after 3 a.m., my mind was still buzzing with an adrenaline afterglow, but my body was so tired that it felt like my limbs were made of wet concrete. I washed my makeup off, undressed, and crawled into bed. I scrolled some videos that people had shared from the show on social media. Seeing myself sing center stage at Madison Square Garden was surreal—this was one of the exact fantasies I’d longed to create ever since I was a kid. 

         
         I turned on the noisemaker next to the bed and electronic crickets chirped loud enough to drown out the street sounds below—almost.
            My Little Martin acoustic guitar always slept beside me on tour, its headstock on the pillow, its body parallel to mine. I
            reached for him, held him against my chest, and hummed the new song I had started writing earlier that morning:
         

         
         
            Woke up in a cold sweat

            From a dream I don’t understand yet

            I was the last person on earth . . .

            With one of every color of paint

            I went to the streets to graffiti names

            I painted yours in baby blue . . .

         

         The song was arriving in fragments, but the chorus hadn’t crystallized yet. Like watching a camera viewfinder turning from
            blur into focus, the song became clearer each time I sat down to write.
         

         
         On the verge of sleep, I relived the show. In my mind’s eye, I was center stage again, this time wearing a floor-length blue silk dress like the one Joni Mitchell had worn at Carnegie Hall in 1972. I was the version of myself one evolution ahead, more graceful, more confident, thinner, with an even more dynamic voice. When the spotlight lit me with the warm golden glow, out came my song, the one I hummed in the hotel bed, lullabying myself to sleep.
         

         
         *  *  *

         With my three musical projects before that night at Madison Square Garden, I had racked up four-hundred-thousand miles in
            Ford E350 vans; slept in countless dingy, cheap motel rooms with multiple bandmates crammed into each one; and schlepped my
            equipment up narrow venue stairwells and through vomit-soaked alleys. Touring with Vampire Weekend, however, was a glimpse
            into the elite comforts of the music world’s stratosphere.
         

         
         On an overnight flight to Europe, I had fallen asleep in a lie-flat seat, wearing the tie-dye pajamas that our guitar player,
            Brian, had made for me for my birthday. As we were beginning the descent into Edinburgh the next morning, I was awakened by
            the gentle tap of a flight attendant who asked, “Madam, may I offer you a French press of coffee?” I wondered: Was I the only person dressed in head-to-toe tie-dye who had ever been called Madam?

         
         In a series of surreal backstage encounters, I had brushed shoulders with my idols. I watched the Cure from the side-stage
            at Glastonbury Festival, passed Emmylou Harris in a hotel hallway, stood next to Nick Cave and his wife in a festival catering
            line, and caught a glimpse of Robert Plant sipping tea in our hotel lobby in England. Anytime I saw one of these musical gods,
            I tried to witness them without being noticed, as though I were watching an endangered species in the wild.
         

         
         When we played the 2018 Fuji Rock Festival in Japan, Bob Dylan was technically the headliner but he didn’t want to take the stage after 10 p.m. that night, so he asked to play before us. As he exited the stage, our stage tech, Josh, nudged me and said, “That opening act sure knows how to write a banger.
            I think he’s going places.”
         

         
         In Tokyo, the band went out for omakase dinners, enjoying mind-blowing dishes of bluefin toro that tasted like the deep sea,
            uni that melted like butter in my mouth, Wagyu steak skewers torch-seared to perfection, and ice cream in flavors of miso,
            lavender, black sesame, and matcha. We sipped sake at a private speakeasy where guests were invited to drink in silence to
            fully experience each flavor. The host offered poetic descriptions for each glass: “This one tastes like mist after rain,”
            he said. “This one tastes like a cloud from heaven.”
         

         
         In a private karaoke room, we one-upped each other with unexpected songs. Our lead singer, Ezra, blasted through “Chop Suey!”
            by System of a Down. Our bassist, Chris Baio, crooned “Something Just Like This” by Coldplay and the Chainsmokers. Danielle
            Haim, who had joined us for that tour, performed “I Don’t Want to Wait” by Paula Cole before I launched into “Semi-Charmed
            Life” by Third Eye Blind. The night ended with a rip-roaring group sing-along of “Mr. Brightside” by The Killers.
         

         
         Around my Vampire Weekend bandmates, I played up my kid-sister energy, the tomboy aspect of my personality that I’d cultivated growing up with my older brother, surrounded by his friends. At rehearsals and shows, I dressed in men’s cargo pants and button-down shirts, wove my long hair into tight braids. But alone in my hotel rooms, I wore lace nightgowns and let my hair down in billowing waves. The boys teased me with affection, as they would a little sister. When we landed in Australia in 2018, I didn’t know that airport customs had strict rules against foreign produce. I tried to breeze through security with some olive pits and a few uneaten tomatoes in the container of a salad I’d eaten in transit. After a sniffer dog found the leftovers, the customs officer threatened me with a $2,000 fine. I got off with a warning, but for the rest of the tour, the guys called me “the Salad Bandit.” 

         
         Touring meant sidelining other parts of myself. No matter what I was feeling backstage, I put on an upbeat persona to perform.
            When we were due to play Anaheim, I learned that my close friend and musical collaborator Richard Swift was dying at a hospital
            in Washington. Mutual friends asked me to record a goodbye video that could be played for him during his final days. In the parking lot of
            the venue, I tried to cram my gratitude for years of his friendship, humor, and creative inspiration into a few minutes of
            video, then wiped away my tears and stepped onstage. Another time I was laid out backstage with debilitating period cramps,
            before taking the stage and dancing for a two-and-a-half-hour set, the equivalent of jogging four miles according to my fitness
            tracker. My body and heart begged me for rest and for tenderness, but the adrenaline of each show kept me pushing my limits.
         

         
         Exhausted backstage, I often found myself in a state of distraction, scrolling on my phone, disconnected from myself. I spent hours on social media researching a crush who, back in the real world, hadn’t texted me back. I tallied up the tour dates and record reviews of other female indie artists my age in some kind of indie-rock keeping-up-with-the-Joneses. I multitasked so often that I rarely felt fully present in a moment. Even when I was on the phone with someone I loved, I was often picking out show clothes or playing scales on my keyboard with the volume turned down. 

         
         The crushing exhaustion felt worth it because I was building a nest egg to cover the next year’s living expenses and a budget
            to record my next solo album. I collected dozens of voice memos with some of the biggest melodies I’d ever written, but the
            lyrics wouldn’t come. Between the original songs and covers, Vampire Weekend had a ninety-six-song catalog, and we played
            a different set every night. Keeping all those songs fresh in my mind required such musical focus that I didn’t have much
            mental space left over for my own songs.
         

         
         I tried to rebuild my attention span and my connection to myself by doing an hour-long meditation practice each day for a
            hundred days in a row. Either I’d do it on the tour bus, or I’d sneak up to the highest seats of a theater and meditate in
            the back row before sound check. During one meditation practice, the venue blasted Poison and Mötley Crüe and I used the sonic
            assault as a challenge to seek equanimity.
         

         
         Beneath the euphoria of our sold-out shows and the revelry of our backstage family life, my body sent quiet signals of distress. Flying all over the world and sleeping in different rooms each night was gnawing away at my nervous system. My body was not prepared for the global upheavals I was about to experience. 

         
         On New Year’s Day 2020, I was trapped in my Sydney hotel room because smoke had blanketed the city: our Australia tour coincided
            with the worst wildfire season in the country’s history. The New Year’s Eve festival had been canceled, and tens of thousands
            of people in high-risk areas had to be evacuated, many on boats out to sea. “Please tell me you’re all right,” my mom texted.
            “All I see on the news are burning koalas.”
         

         
         I watched people on the street below walk with T-shirts or scarves shielding their faces. I spent the entire day in bed reading
            about the climate crisis, my heart sinking with the combination of the information in my hand and the immediate devastation
            outside my window. On the pad of hotel stationery, I doodled mock-ups for personalized solar-powered temperature-controlled
            bodysuits.
         

         
         My body felt like a fuse box on the verge of overload. When we traveled to cleaner air in Melbourne, I was warming up my voice
            when I noticed a faint flickering of weakness in the upper registers. It felt like cobwebs had formed in the attic of my voice—this
            tiny quivering sensation, as if I had slightly less control. I blamed the quiver on smoke irritation and jet lag. When I had toured as an opening act for the Zombies in 2014, the singer Colin Blunstone had told me that he adds a minute to his vocal warm-up for every year that he ages. My instinct was to push through and add extra warm-up time. In sixteen years of touring, I’d never lost my voice or canceled a show. I dismissed the idea that something could be seriously wrong. 

         
         On our westward journey back to California, we crossed nineteen time zones, stretching the day into a forty-three-hour travel
            marathon. I pushed through the exhaustion. I was plagued by the irrational fear that someone else was writing the exact same
            songs as I was, waiting to take my place in the music world. I wanted to launch my solo record the moment the Vampire Weekend
            album cycle ended, riding the wave of being the band’s first female member.
         

         
         When I arrived home from that tour in 2020, I was determined to spend more time working on my own projects. I began what I
            secretly referred to as “Stardom Bootcamp,” a routine in which every hour of the day was devoted to a different aspect of
            my musical life. From 8 to 11 a.m., songwriting at the piano; 11 a.m. to 1 p.m., vocal training; 1 to 3 p.m., exercise. Even
            when I was exhausted, I hiked five to ten miles and went to hot yoga, always in pursuit of a body just a bit stronger and sleeker than mine.
         

         
         In the afternoons and evenings, I often recorded demos, saw friends, or watched music documentaries. In between, I read and
            meditated and hiked my favorite trails. I didn’t want to devote too much time to the quieter aspects of my personality because
            I didn’t feel that they would help me achieve the dream I was envisioning.
         

         
         After a monthlong break at home in LA, I was back on the road. In March 2020, we headed to play the Okeechobee Music and Arts Festival in Florida. Every other major festival that weekend had been canceled because of the spreading coronavirus, but management deemed this one to be safe because it was a small, local festival that didn’t attract many international travelers. We flew to Miami, where a tour bus picked us up. On the four-hour drive to the festival grounds, the newsreel rolled across the bus’s television screen: 

         
         
            ITALY LOCKS DOWN THE COUNTRY’S NORTH OVER CORONAVIRUS.

            NURSING HOMES MOST VULNERABLE TO CORONAVIRUS.

            “JUST STAY CALM. IT WILL GO AWAY,” SAYS US PRESIDENT.

         

         We huddled together before the TV, and our bass player, Chris Baio, said, “It’s been an honor playing with you all. Let’s
            have a great last show.” He didn’t really believe we’d cancel the next ten months’ worth of shows, did he? We were supposed to headline festivals in South America
            with the Strokes starting in two weeks, a tour I’d been looking forward to for months. This virus wouldn’t keep me from touring with the Strokes, would it? We were still going to South America, weren’t we?
         

         
         Days after we returned from Okeechobee, I walked my usual neighborhood loop up to Moon Canyon. One moment the sidewalk stretched out in a straight line ahead, and the next, it began spinning in my field of vision like the second hand of a clock. Disoriented, I fell to my hands and knees on the sidewalk, clinging to the ground as the world spun around me. When I tried to stand up, I lost my balance and fell back down, my hands and knees scraping against the concrete. 

         
         Cloudy streaks of palm leaves circled above me. The magenta bougainvillea was suddenly so bright that it made me wince. A
            distant siren blared and the sound felt like a screwdriver piercing my ears. I steadied myself against a palm tree to stand
            up, then lurched toward a mailbox, braced myself against it, and reached for a bright red car hood, radiant with heat. I found
            my neighbor’s wire fence, and one hand at a time, I steadied myself back to my own yard. My vision was so blurry that it took
            a few tries to slide my key in the front door lock, and my heartbeat was so loud in my ears that it drowned out the rickety
            window air conditioner and the sound of my neighbor’s Ranchera music.
         

         
         From bed, I called my best childhood friend, Samantha, who now lived a few miles away. “Something is wrong,” I said.

         
         “With the entire world, you mean?” Samantha asked.

         
         The World Health Organization had just declared a global pandemic, the NBA had canceled its season, restaurants and shops
            had been forced to close their doors, and California had issued a “Safer at Home” order, quite a euphemism for a state-sanctioned
            lockdown.
         

         
         “My vision went blurry . . . everything started spinning . . . there’s this piercing pain in my temples,” I said.

         
         She gave me the words. Vertigo. Migraine. Migraine aura. She offered to come over, but I didn’t want her to break the quarantine orders.
         

         
         “I’ll keep my phone on tonight,” she said. “I can be there in ten minutes anytime you call.”

         
         Within hours, violent, shaking chills overtook my body and my throat felt like I’d swallowed a pincushion. As my fever rose, I felt so weak that my water glass seemed to weigh twenty pounds. The next day, I called a family friend who was a doctor and told him I’d just played in Florida, now known to be a COVID hot spot. He suggested that I ride it out at home with liquids and rest. 

         
         By the third day, my body was an unlivable planet, too hot for a human to survive and with gravity so powerful that I couldn’t
            stand up. My temperature was 103. My shaking chills were so intense that even as I clutched a heating pad to my body and blasted
            my space heater, I couldn’t get warm.
         

         
         I shifted in and out of consciousness, and by nightfall, I considered calling Samantha to ask her to take me to the emergency
            room. But my phone was on a desk by the door, impossibly far away. I caught my reflection in the mirror across the room and
            my skin was tissue paper white. I felt transparent.
         

         
         In the middle of the night, I fell into a deep sleep and dreamed that a ghostly figure floated in through the front door.
            This ashen specter was shaped like the flame of a candle, almost like the grim reaper, but levitating and with fluttering
            dark edges. The figure hovered over my bed, gazing down at me. In that strange state of consciousness, I could feel that I
            was dreaming but couldn’t wake myself up. The specter said, “Take all your Ambien, every pill at once,” with a voice that
            crackled like a burning campfire.
         

         
         I’d forgotten about the Ambien. I’d taken one, six months ago, to combat jet lag but was so woozy the next day that I had stashed the remaining pills in my desk drawer and never thought of them again. Wake up! I begged myself in the dream. Wake up! Wake up! A bolt of fear shocked me awake, my heart racing, my body drenched in sweat. The room was dark other than moonlight reflecting
            a watery glow on the white upright piano. The figure was gone but there was a lingering presence, as if a real person had
            just been standing there.
         

         
         Electrified by this jolt of cortisol, I walked to my desk and fumbled through the drawers, pulling out matchbooks and condoms
            and crumpled-up sticky notes until I found the aluminum tray of Ambien pills. Just a dream, I told myself. The most psychedelic fever dream. But something about it felt so real that I worried the nightmare figure could return. I dropped the pills into the toilet
            one by one and flushed them.
         

         
         Back in bed, I curled my knees up to my chest like a scared child. I clasped my hands together and did the only thing that
            I could possibly think of: I prayed. I prayed to the God of my childhood, a God I hadn’t communicated with in a long, long
            time. Please let me live to see the morning. I’ll do anything. I’ll live for beauty and truth. No more bullshit, I promise. Please,
               please, let this fever break. I was apologizing for all the ways I’d been subtly sabotaging my life: squandering my attention in states of distraction,
            losing sight of my own creativity, causing myself unnecessary suffering by pursuing unavailable people, taking for granted
            the people and places I loved most, listening absent-heartedly to the people I loved, and not taking the space to tend to
            and cherish my body.
         

         
         A void of dark and deep sleep overtook me for almost twelve hours, and when I opened my eyes, I heard the shockingly loud symphony of birdsong. The world had stopped spinning and I could walk in a straight line without any wobbling. In the kitchen, the chill of ice-cold water traveled down my throat and cooled my lungs. Are the birds always this loud? I wondered. I squeezed an overripe lemon into a second glass of water and the flavor was explosive, bitter, sublime.
         

         
         In a steaming shower, I shampooed the dried sweat from my scalp. Afterward, I slipped on a clean blue silk nightgown and stepped
            outside to air-dry my hair in the crisp spring morning. I lay on the hammock and gazed up at the sky, hummingbirds and butterflies
            fluttering in and out of my field of vision. Distant sirens filled the air, but I imagined turning down the volume of those
            human-made machines and turning up the volume of the birds. The warm wind caressed my legs and ankles.
         

         
         Earlier that year, I had seen my neighbors carry their newborn baby outside for the first time. I heard the mother say to
            the baby, “Look, sweetie, see that up there? That is the sky.” Can you imagine seeing the sky for the first time? That’s how
            I felt gazing up through the trees in my backyard.
         

         
         *  *  *

         There are two seasons in Los Angeles—green season and brown season—and spring 2020 was the lushest green season I’d ever seen.
            The orange-y layer of smog cleared from the horizon: no one was driving to work.
         

         
         Weeks after my illness, my body still felt fragile. A constant, dull sore throat made it difficult to swallow, and I had to gulp with extra effort. I was winded walking my usual gentle neighborhood hills, and a sandpapery cough appeared whenever I spoke
            more than a few sentences in a row.
         

         
         My vocal coach, Allie Martin, invited me to try a lesson online, and though I bristled against shoehorning my real-life experiences
            onto the screen, it gave me hope to put something on my empty calendar. Monday. Two p.m. A vocal lesson. I’d been taking lessons
            with Allie since December 2019, in preparation for making a vocally demanding album. Before lockdown, she taught lessons out
            of her house in West Hollywood, a sanctuary of sobriety, with crystals and copies of the Alcoholics Anonymous Big Book scattered
            around.
         

         
         “How are you, Allie?” I asked, as her smiling face appeared on the Zoom screen.

         
         “Still sober!” she said, flexing her bicep like Popeye. She demonstrated a vocal exercise using a gee-gee-gee-gee sound up and down the octave. When I sang it back to her, my voice caught in my throat and I couldn’t access the highest
            pitches.
         

         
         “That’s weird,” I said. She looked as perplexed as I felt. It was a more visceral and intense version of the gentle flickering
            I’d felt in my voice in Australia.
         

         
         I tried again with more breath and effort, but the syllables fell apart in my mouth. The sound in my upper register was like
            the Jurassic Park raptor, all air and screech, no tone.
         

         
         “It feels like there’s a knot in my throat, and when I try to sing high up, the knot gets tighter,” I said.

         
         She offered a softer consonant. Mum-mum-mum-mum. I sang it back and the same thing happened. The whole top of my range was gone. Where was my voice? What on earth was happening? She suggested I go see Dr. Peter D. Ashford, a Beverly Hills ENT, if the issue didn’t resolve in a few weeks. “For now, let’s call it,” she said. “Rest up. Drink water. We’ll regroup soon.” 

         
         The issue didn’t resolve, and the “few weeks” turned into months because Dr. Ashford’s office didn’t reopen until July. I
            made an appointment. His walls were lined with platinum records by the kinds of artists you hear playing at the grocery store.
            He asked me who I sang with and when I said Vampire Weekend, he said, “Sounds spooky.”
         

         
         Dr. Ashford performed a laryngoscopy, sending a thin camera up my nose and all the way through the nasal passages till it
            curved down over the vocal cords. I eeee-d and aaaah-d as instructed.
         

         
         Watching the video replay, I was shocked to discover that vocal cords look eerily like a tiny singing vagina. Dr. Ashford
            pointed out a little patch of vocal cord that looked slightly red. He diagnosed me with acid reflux. He prescribed over-the-counter
            antacids and told me to quit all the foods that make life worth living—coffee, hot sauce, wine, garlic, onions, chocolate,
            sparkling water.
         

         
         I wanted to believe Dr. Ashford was right, not only because I had paid $1,200—nearly a month’s rent—for the appointment, but also because if the diagnosis was correct, my voice would return in a few weeks. I quit coffee cold turkey and drank sad cups of decaffeinated green tea that tasted like fresh-cut grass. I ate oatmeal and rice cakes and drank aloe vera juice. I took over-the-counter antacids. I was, not to brag, a perfect patient. 

         
         While I waited for the acid reflux to subside, I had nowhere to be and nothing to do. From the whirlwind of touring to sudden
            lockdown, it was as though I’d gone from driving one hundred miles per hour on the highway to five miles per hour on a dirt
            road. In an act of great generosity, the Vampire Weekend team offered to pay all band members for the tours that had been
            canceled. For the first time in my life, I was being paid to not work. I had all the time and space I craved, but the early days of the pandemic were so disorienting and unsettling that
            my mind and body refused to rest. I followed the sunlight around the house like a cat. In the afternoons, I sunbathed in a
            patch of it in the backyard. Through the chain-link fence, I watched my four-year-old neighbor, Zora, playing next door.
         

         
         “If I run really fast, I can disappear,” she told me one day. “Watch me!” Zora sprinted across the yard and I played along.

         
         “Where did Zora go? Oh, no! We lost Zora!” I yelled. “Can you teach me how to disappear, too?”

         
         “Nuh-uh,” she said, shaking her head. “You have to be magic to do it,” and she ran off.

         
         To my surprise, her comment actually stung. As a little kid, I had felt the livingness of every plant and rock and animal
            around me. I spent hours at the creek behind our house examining black frogs small enough to sit on the pad of my pinkie finger.
            When I held the frogs, I swore I could hear their voices. They laughed with me, they asked about my day, they said ouch when they didn’t want to be held anymore. I wrote hundreds of songs and stories in made-up languages. And when I did that, I did disappear. I, Greta, got out of the way, so that the world could rush in and I could experience it with so much immediacy
            that I didn’t know where I ended and where it began. But lately, when I wrote, it felt like there was a wall between me and
            the world. I feared Zora was right: I had outgrown the magic.
         

         
         They call it playing music but I seemed to have forgotten the play part. I longed to remember how to create the way children do, without fear or hesitation or questions like Will other people like this? What does this say about me? Is this better than the music that so-and-so just released?

         
         I’d always thought about my voice as having two sides: the side that sang out—to audiences, to my bandmates, to the world beyond me—and the side that sang in—accessing and then revealing the contents of my subconscious mind. Without my voice, I felt as though I couldn’t access or
            understand the tangled mess of stress and emotion in my inner world.
         

         
         Unable to sing outright, I tried to write songs by whistling melodies, but I found it impossible to write lyrics without being
            able to physically bring them into being. My singing voice was part of my songwriting process, and how I deciphered my emotions.
            I remember when the line “You’re the hurricane I’ll never outrun” came out of my mouth during a group songwriting session
            when I was nineteen. I had written it using my usual Fumble Mumble Method, singing gibberish phrases over and over until words
            eventually came. “La la la da da dum” turned into “I want an omelet.” Eventually, I landed on “You, you’re a hurricane . . .”
         

         
         Once the word hurricane was there, a phrase came into being: “the hurricane I’ll never outrun.” Only after the song was finished did I realize that
            it referred to my mother’s inability to move on after my parents’ divorce. I saw how my mother had guarded her heart like
            a city that had been ravaged by a storm, fearful of another devastation. I hadn’t consciously pinpointed that feeling before
            writing those lyrics. My songs have always told me the truth long before my conscious mind could.
         

         
         There were so many stories I’d wanted to tell, but they felt too big to put into song. My heart ached for a deep romantic
            connection and a shared home, like the partnership I had in my twenties, but I’d spent the recent years starving in scraps-of-love
            relationships with unavailable people. In 2016, I’d written a breakup album called Midnight Room. Now, writing breakup songs made me feel like a caricature of a tortured songwriter, reaching for minor 7 chords at the piano
            while a single, shining tear streamed down my face.
         

         
         The last song I’d written had been in February, and it had arrived like a transmission, effortlessly, all in one piece. I
            found song imagery by closing my eyes and conjuring a mental picture, almost like actively dreaming. An image came from a night on tour years before: Cricket song filled the air as I pulled into a hotel parking lot in Corsicana, Texas, at 3 a.m. I schlepped my suitcase across the asphalt, exhausted, and then felt sad when I closed the hotel door and could no longer hear the crickets. Then, the next image I saw was the face of my friend Richard Swift, his eyes wide and alarmed, as if he’d seen something in the field that I couldn’t see. The images didn’t make sense together. I’d never been to Corsicana with Richard, who’d died two years earlier. The lyrics came: 

         
         
            Corsicana lightning

            Made my hair stand on end

            Out here with the summer snakes again

            The crows are laughing at me

            I lost my only friend

            Out here with the summer snakes again

            In a little while you’ll see

            I was only pretending

            In a little while you’ll see

            My love is never-ending

            In a little while you’ll see

            I was only pretending

            He’ll come back and find me

            This can’t be the end

            Out here with the summer snakes again

         

         When I demoed that song in December of 2019, I sang deep in my vocal range, and it felt strange and haunted, like something
            Bobbie Gentry would sing. “In a little while you’ll see I was only pretending” felt like it came from Richard’s perspective,
            as if he were saying, Death is just pretending, I’m not really gone, no one’s ever really gone. I’d started treating songs more like dreams, allowing them to unfurl through me without having to understand what they meant.
         

         
         But just months later, during that first summer of the pandemic, when I closed my eyes for images, my mind was like a dark
            screen. On an inspired day, songwriting would feel like dipping my bucket into a well and pulling up a refreshing drink of
            water, but during that writer’s block, I felt like I was trying to coax moisture from a parched, cracked rock bed without
            any luck.
         

         
         I was tired of writing sorrowful songs from the shadowed waters of my heart. I wanted to write something joyful, maybe a love
            song, or an anthem to be played at the end of this collective chaos, a soundtrack for brighter times. But every lyric I tried
            to write that summer of 2020 felt too small and meaningless compared to the pandemic, the fever pitch of the social justice
            movement, and the climate crisis.
         

         
         And without a working voice, it was impossible to translate the stories of my life into song.

         
         I expected my voice to improve, but after a few weeks on Dr. Ashford’s regimen, the quiver worsened and my voice buckled when
            I tried to project. There was still a constant, swollen, dull ache and a lump in my throat that required exaggerated effort
            to swallow. Whenever my voice did strange things, I recorded audio memos into my phone, hoping it might help Dr. Ashford connect
            the dots. I called him to ask when I should expect improvement. His response was abrupt. “I can’t answer that,” he said. “Could
            take one month. Could take four months. Every case is different.”
         

         
         Before joining Vampire Weekend in 2018, when I had toured the country in vans for fourteen years, my body had been like an unstoppable tank. Despite countless overnight driving shifts, gas-station meals, excessive coffee and NoDoz caffeine pills, hours of lugging equipment, and practically screaming to be heard over loud music, my voice had never faltered. I’d always had a perfect health record and a strong constitution. I’d been pushing and pushing my body without anticipating that it might push back someday. I never considered that my voice, my most reliable tool of expression, could disappear in such a strange and sudden way. Being able to sing seemed as essential to feeling like myself as the sun rising is essential to having a tomorrow. 

         
         During those early pandemic months, Los Angeles looked like a ghost town with its shuttered shopwindows and empty streets.
            I took long, slow walks feeling like a foreigner in the city. And without the ability to sing, I felt like a stranger in my
            own body.
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