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About this Guide 
 
The following author biography and list of questions about But Not For Long are intended as 
resources to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the 
author and this book. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion, 
and suggest a variety of perspectives from which you might approach But Not For Long. 
 
About the Book 
 
Hard-shelled, career-minded Greta is the newest and least likely member of a sustainable foods 
cooperative house in Madison, Wisconsin. Shortly after she joins Karin and Hal in their stately 
residence near campus, the husband Greta left appears on their porch, drunk, and the reason for 
her sudden appearance becomes clear. Yet the house members already have plenty to occupy 
them: a series of summer blackouts has unearthed a disquietude lurking just under the surface for 
each of the three residents. Gas is dwindling, electricity is unreliable, and the natural world 
around them is in upheaval. The uneasiness of the environment mirrors that of Greta, Hal, and 
Karin as they each make efforts to resolve their own personal crises. With subtle attunement to 



 

the hovering uncertainty affecting each of her characters, Wildgen crafts a story both terrifying 
and beautiful. 
Praise for Michelle Wildgen 
 
"Michelle Wildgen writes with a fresh, appealing honesty and has done a marvelous job of 
capturing that youthful moment in our lives when we are like sponges ready to soak up someone 
else's character, taste, and charm."--Francine Prose, People (four stars, You’re Not You, Critic's 
Choice) 
  
"A complex and satisfying dish: a story of intimate strangers and their impact on each other's 
lives."--O, The Oprah Magazine 
  
"A fresh, accomplished first novel . . . tackles challenging material with honesty and a clear 
eye."--Kirkus Reviews 
  
"A deeply sensual book."--The Believer 
  
"Wildgen's debut showcases the talent that won her inclusion in Best New American Voices 
2004, and should take her further still."--Publishers Weekly 
 

About the Author 
 
MICHELLE WILDGEN is a senior editor at Tin 
House. Her first novel, You’re Not You, a New 
York Times Editor’s Choice and one of People 
Magazine’s Ten Best Books of 2006, is now in 
development for film by Hilary Swank and Denise 
DiNovi. Wildgen’s work has appeared in O, The 
Oprah Magazine, The New York Times, and 
literary journals including Prairie Schooner and 
TriQuarterly.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. What do you think draws Greta to the co-op? Hal and Karin? 
 
2. How does the presentation and perception of community change over the course of the novel? 
 
3. What about family? Do you think either institution, family or community, seems to be an 
effective source of comfort or strength to the characters, and why?  
 
4. How does the movement of narration from one character to another affect how you see each 
person? Do you see Hal differently through Karin’s eyes, or Greta’s, than you did through his 
own point of view, for instance? 
 



 

5. What’s making these characters so uneasy? Do these uncertainties resonate with you? Do they 
feel like something that could happen? Already have? 
 
6. What effect does this uneasiness have on everyone’s ability to connect with one another, or 
with their larger community? 
 
7. How do you feel about Will and Greta’s relationship? Do you think one is more culpable than 
the other in bringing about their separation? Why? 
 
8. There are several examples of alternatives to the one-family house in this novel: the various 
co-ops, the cheesemaker’s farm with her extended family living on it. Do these seem very 
different from the single-family home to you? Why or why not? 
 
9. Why do you think Karin and Greta are so tense with one another? When does that tension start 
and what exacerbates it? Where do you think they’ll go from here? 
 
10. How do you feel about the relationships between the co-op members—Karin and Hal, Greta 
and Hal, Greta and Karin? Are they any more or less difficult than family relationships? Do you 
think these relationships will continue to deepen? 
 
11. Why does Hal’s father retreat from his family? Why do you think that, of all his siblings, Hal 
is the most upset by it? 
 
12. Who did you identify with the most? Who interested you the most, whether you could relate 
to them or not? 
 
13. What do you think occurs after the novel ends? 
 

 
Essay 
 
Madison seemed to have compressed while I was gone. That was one of the first things I noticed 
upon moving back to Wisconsin in November 2007, after seven years in the New York area. At 
this point I had written one novel, You’re Not You, set in Madison, and was halfway through 
another that was also set in Madison. I found that my memory sometimes did peculiar things 
with the city—odd, zoom-lens, fish-eye-focus sorts of things. I would recall a particular site with 
utter clarity: the riotous schoolyard with its giant multi-culti mural; the purple walls and brass 
elephant sculptures in the vegetarian brunch joint-turned-Laotian restaurant; the orange, yellow, 
and red metal tables and chairs spread across the Memorial Union alongside Lake Mendota. 
These places I found precisely as I recalled them. But the Lake Monona neighborhood where I 
had set my co-op full of nervous characters had gotten fuzzy in my head. I had begun to imagine 
its streets (reasonably neatly platted in real life) as a sort of dropped necklace of dead-end curves 
and illogical cross-sections. I was confused about where my characters went when they left the 
rickety front porch of the co-op house. They were confused as well—Hal, Greta, Karin, and Will 



 

all tended to shimmer and fade into the ether at the end of the block, forgetting where Jenifer 
Street was. 
  So as soon as we moved back, just after Thanksgiving, my husband and I drove over to 
Morrison Street to see what the hell I’d been talking about for two years or so. I didn’t have 
much of a game plan. I was trying to rework the opening, and trying to zap a few synapses back 
into communication. And I too was nervous. We’d moved from New York to Madison for a very 
simple reason—we thought it would be a calmer, better life, sufficiently relieved of transit and 
financial stress to compensate for the accompanying and potentially more tragic loss of first-run 
indie movies, excellent Asian noodles, jewelry makers, and competitive bahn mi preparation. 
When you uproot yourselves from a pretty good life in search of improvement, improvement had 
better surface, or you feel really, really stupid.  

We were still unpacking when the first blizzard hit, and so the day Steve and I drove to 
Morrison Street the neighborhood was silenced by deep drifts of snow and the streets were still 
slushy tidepools. We drove up and down the few blocks of Morrison, looking for a parking 
space, looking for a house that might magically be the pink Victorian co-op I had invented. The 
street looked little as I had imagined when I was writing. In my head, the yards were wide and 
the houses distant. It would be easy to avoid ever seeing one’s neighbors in that street. But this 
was tightly packed, mere inches between some buildings, and this street bore few of the brightly 
colored houses I recalled—those were up on Jenifer, or Spaight, a couple blocks away. These 
were more muted, browns and bricks and pale blues. I didn’t know whether to feel disappointed 
or triumphant: embarrassed that I’d prettified the place in my head, or delighted that I’d 
automatically added some interest in the course of writing?   

And yet I really didn’t care whether the book precisely matched the real world. That’s the 
prerogative of fiction writers, to deliberately add in a nonexistent street to a real city, to create an 
enclave where none exists. I believe in using the real world as a starting point, but I don’t see any 
reason to be hemmed in by it. If I did, I’d be a nonfiction writer. So while I was interested to re-
discover what the real place was like, I was mainly looking to see how I could exploit the 
information. That’s the kind of person you turn into after awhile with a novel: you look around, 
brain clicking away like an android’s, deciding what to consume. To put it a prettier way, I was 
looking for inspiration that day. I knew where things were headed in this book, but I was looking 
for the thing that set the earth crumbling beneath the characters’ feet. Not a cataclysm, and not 
all at once—just the first sensation that the footing might not be sure. 

We got out of the car and began walking around. No one, absolutely no one, was outside. 
It was mid-afternoon on a Saturday, the sky a woolly, blank expanse over the lake.  We came to 
a tiny park I’d sat in before: just a square between houses, with a tree or two and a little jungle 
gym and a bench and table was how I recalled it. But as we approached I could see that there was 
a big dock, severed from its anchor at the bank of the lake and beached on its pontoons beneath a 
tree in the park, as bulky and out of place as a manatee. It had never occurred to me before to 
wonder what the city did with docks in the wintertime. I just assumed they left them in the lakes, 
let the water freeze around them and slowly heave the dock upward as the ice swelled. But it 
turned out that at least at this park, they detached the dock, hauled it up the grass, and let it sit for 
months. It was hideous, really, and we circled it in bafflement for a few minutes, kicking idly at 
the swollen pontoons.  

Somehow this idea stuck in my head, that the long dock that usually thrust out into the 
water from its secure anchor on shore was in fact a transient thing. Who else knew about this? 
Did the whole neighborhood know you could detach a dock if you had the expertise, or did they 



 

glance right past this park until spring? I was standing in the cold, thinking about how an object 
like this could go awry. How it could be misused. I felt I’d learned some little tidbit of handy 
info, the kind of info a practical person would know, someone good with tools and taxes and 
local elections. And yet this was not the person I wanted to imagine—not the one who would 
know which agency to phone if he saw a piece of city property floating aimlessly some place it 
was not meant to be. Not the one who knew how to fit it back into place. I was thinking about the 
person who might tug it out of place. Who would find the metal joist where the dock was meant 
to be joined and, instead of detaching it and pulling it safely to dry land, would carefully, 
noiselessly give the dock a push. The person who’d slide that dock down into the water and away 
from shore, until it floated past the window where one of my characters stood in his kitchen, 
drinking coffee, relaxed until the moment when he realized something was there that shouldn’t 
be. 

    
 

To have Michelle Wildgen visit your reading group or call-in for discussion contact: 
michelle@michellewildgen.com 
 
 
                      Contact us at readinggroup@macmillanusa.com 
  Don’t forget to check out our monthly newsletter!   

       www.readinggroupgold.com 
 
 

 


