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Mozart in the Jungle

Journalist and oboist Blair Tindall writes about classical music for the New York Times and has performed, toured and recorded with the New York Philharmonic and many other musical groups. She has taught journalism at Stanford University and oboe at the University of California, Berkeley.

‘Just because they dress up and play expensive instruments, classical musicians are assumed to behave with chaste propriety. Meet blonde chick in a black frock Blair Tindall, oboist and orchestra muso. Her life in the pits of Broadway, blowing for Miss Saigon and Les Mis, when not gigging at Carnegie Hall or recording for movies, was a dance macabre of performance and party, fuelled by coke, alcohol and promiscuity.’ Iain Finlayson, The Times

‘[An] intelligent analysis of the state of classical music, emanating from someone on the floor, actually making the noise.’ Rupert Christiansen, Daily Telegraph

‘Charlotte Church, eat your heart out. Professional oboe player Blair Tindall lifts the lid on the steamy world of the orchestra pit. Having spent years with the New York Philarmonic and numerous other musical outfits, she belatedly realises that she was being hired for most of her gigs in bed. Conductors certainly know where to put their batons.’ Henry Sutton, Daily Mirror

‘Excellent … an unsparing portrait of what life is really like as a musician. The drink, drugs, and sex-for-favours shouldn’t surprise anyone, human nature is human nature, no matter what the sub-group. Far more shocking is the minimal job satisfaction experienced by many orchestral players … [Tindall] is clear-eyed, cool-hearted and unafraid to bite the hand that has fed her.’ Edward Smith, Sunday Telegraph

‘An hilarious exposé of the American musical world. If you want to know the sexual techniques of different orchestral sections, this is the book for you – an X-rated version of Britten’s Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra … Tindall’s book is a serious attempt to take the lid off a world in which the genius in tails is underpaid, undervalued and exploited. Parents of musical children should read it carefully.’ Kate Saunders, Sunday Times

‘A courageous and often entertaining insight into an alien world … riveting stuff … Rest assured that Mozart’s music will never sound the same to you again.’ Alexander Waugh, Mail on Sunday

‘A frank, moving and important work… a poignant and fascinating memoir… Many fundamental questions are raised here concerning the role of music and the arts in society. For anybody who cares about the answers, this is an indispensable book.’ Clemency Burton-Hill, New Statesman

‘Candid and intriguing.’ Observer Music Monthly

‘Tindall’s book offers a devastating indictment of the sordid ethics of American orchestral life … her engagingly written memoir offers a rare insight into an unpleasant, cloistered world.’ Jeremy Nicholas, Classic FM Magazine
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For my parents,

Carliss Blossom McGarrity Tindall and George Brown Tindall


You ask my opinion about taking the young Salzburg musician into your service. I do not know where you can place him, since I feel that you do not require a composer or other useless people. . . . It gives one’s service a bad name when such types run around like beggars; besides, he has a large family.




	
 


	—
	Letter from Archduke Ferdinand’s mother, upon learning of his interest in Mozart, 1771







Prelude

JANET DIRECTED THE taxi driver to stop just past the Manhattan School of Music on 122nd Street, where I heard students practicing violin scales, trumpet études, and clarinet melodies in the inexpensive apartments nearby. The cab stopped halfway down Claremont Avenue, on a somewhat seedy block bordering Harlem, and I followed Janet inside the foyer of a narrow tenement. The front door buzzed open; we passed into a hall’s murky light, then out a fire escape exit to a barren airshaft. A bulb lit up an old paint-blistered door. Music was throbbing from behind it.

“It’s just me, Donald!” Janet shouted, punching the mechanical doorbell. One, two, three deadbolts unlocked. The door creaked open and music blasted out.

A window shot open up above. “Jesus fucking Christ, will you shut the fuck up?” A Gristede’s bag sailed out the window over our heads, just missing me but spraying coffee grounds everywhere else.

A scruffy man in a stained yellow T-shirt pulled us inside, barricading the door with a five-foot pole lock anchored to the floor. Two Virgin Mary candles from a local bodega flickered in the darkness to the beat of music pulsing from huge old Klipsch speakers. I could smell, faintly, gas leaking from somewhere and mildew creeping across the gray walls. Through the metal accordion grate on the windows, mountains of garbage accumulated in the shaft. My heart started beating faster.

How did classical music ever bring me to this place?

Three men I knew howled with laughter on the frayed brown sofa. “Dude, I’ll never get over him fucking his sister.” Stan choked on his words. “It’s so out.”

Donald just shrugged and pulled on the fat joint that was making its rounds.

“Yeah, I know. Now their kid’s fucking his aunt,” Milton chimed in, pushing his stringy blond bangs aside to see the knobs on a large vacuum-tube amplifier. “Listen to this riff. Man, you’re not gonna believe.” The record blared, and they were silent for a moment.

Stan sighed during a lull in the music. “Those cats could really play.”

I watched Janet bend over the desk to snort cocaine through a straw. I’d never done coke, but I was feeling pressured to try Donald’s stash too. Donald drummed his fingers on the table, regarding me suspiciously. Suddenly, his attention shifted to Milton, who sprang back to the couch to roll a crisp [image: Image]100 bill into a tube.

“Miltie’s chasing the dragon, man,” Billy, the third one, sputtered. “He’s totally chasing that shit.” He doubled over with laughter, gasping for breath. Confused, Janet looked at Milton and cocked her head, the straw dangling between her fingers.

“You know how it is, man: trying to stay up, get the buzz back, you gotta do more blow. Gotta chase the dragon,” said Milton almost defensively, cutting two lines of coke on the coffee table. He leaned over with his [image: Image]100 tube, and the lines disappeared.

“No, man, I meant the real dragon.” Billy chortled, knocking a tin of Szechuan noodles onto the rug. “The one in the opera. It’s Siegfried, man. The giant turns into a dragon. Guards the trolls’ gold. Shit. People think Star Wars invented this fucking stuff.” An operatic bass wailed through the record’s pops and scratches.

“Goddam, sounds like he’s coming,” said Milton, sneezing violently. “Wagner’s so out. What’s with those Valkyries?” The words tumbled out, and he choked on his own laughter. “Pointy, dude. Torpedo tits.”

Billy got up and switched records, carefully slipping the first one into its faded jacket. He dropped the needle, and brass instruments played a religious tune. “Valhalla, man.” He sighed, folding his hands reverentially. “Castle of the gods. Power. Power and glory, man.” The windows vibrated as the music rose and fell.

Milton took a long swig of Beck’s. “What kind of Wagner tubas they playing, Paxman? Alexander? It’s Vienna Phil: Solti, right? Damn, they’re nailing it.” He was shouting over the din. He wiped his nose and then smeared back a cowlick in a seamless motion.

These guys had fire in their bellies, I thought. I watched Janet hand Donald [image: Image]250 and tuck a Baggie of coke into her purse. Young and inexperienced, I wanted this in-crowd of classical musicians to accept me so I would be asked to play with them in the city’s hottest orchestras and chamber music groups. I’d already started playing oboe as a substitute in the New York Philharmonic, even though I was still in school. At twenty-two I was too scared to do coke, though, so I tried to appear nonchalant by propping my black alligator sandals on the coffee table.

“Oooh, nice shoes, Blair. What’d you play at the Phil tonight? No, wait wait wait.” Milton was ogling my feet. With a toothpick, he arranged a cocaine flower pattern on my toenail and snorted through the bill. Everyone exploded in laughter.

“I need more blow, Donald. I got stage band rehearsal tomorrow,” said Stan. “C’mon, how much? Gimme a break. Meistersinger, dude. Six hours long, man!” The intercom buzzed and Donald walked to answer it.

“Billy, you got Götterdämmerung?” Billy nodded, pulling a box of LPs from a ripped Associated Supermarkets paper bag.

“Twilight of the gods. The end, man. Redemption. Oh, man. Beautiful. Gold. Oh, yeah, magic fire.”

I wiggled my toes, admiring the expensive shoes bought with one of my New York Philharmonic paychecks.

“The gods go up in flames,” bubbled Milton. Billy dropped the needle, and everyone listened hard. As the music grew to its climax, he screamed over the finale.

“Nothing like it!” he shouted. “Don’t you love it when Valhalla finally crashes down?”


First Movement
Appassionata Sonata
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Looking southeast over New York City, from the Allendale Apartments at Ninety-ninth Street and West End Avenue.


CHAPTER

1

The Magic Flute

WHEN I WAS seven years old, I wanted a magic dress. Our family had just moved to Vienna, Austria, by way of a summer’s voyage across the Atlantic, and every corner of my strange and wonderful new world was filled with fantastic stories, beautiful music, and paintings about real kings and queens.

Fairy-princess clothes, like nothing I’d seen back home in North Carolina, were everywhere. The native garb of the Austrian provinces was adorned with pleats and flounces. Museums displayed golden robes from the Hapsburg Empire. Ballerinas at the opera house twirled on point in pink satin shoes and fluffy tulle skirts. Even ordinary girls wore pretty dirndl dresses that looked like costumes.

I’d looked at pictures of Europe in my grandparents’ stash of National Geographics, and now it all came to life. I’d never seen huge old churches, cobblestone streets, or snow-capped mountains at home. The world’s tallest Ferris wheel and the real blue Danube made Vienna into a child’s wonderland.

Europe also cast its spell on my parents, who had almost never traveled abroad. Both born in 1921, they were the first in their families with college degrees, and our year in Vienna immersed them in the culture, history, and arts they’d come to love.

My father had just been appointed a visiting lecturer in American history at the University of Vienna. Like many World War II vets, Dad was educated under the GI Bill after returning from duty, in his case earning a PhD in the history of the American South. By 1958, he had settled into a suburban professor’s position in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, which aside from the university was a quiet spot. There were occasional concerts, and the Varsity showed first-run films uptown. Dinner out meant the S & W Cafeteria over in Durham.

Before the trip, my mother had exercised her wry humor by naming our toy boats after our ship, the SS Atlantic, then sinking them at bath time. She showed me pictures of the vessel, the pier, and the “women and children first” emergency drills, which turned out to be true. Nothing she said could have prepared me for the glamour on board, however.

It was 1967, and people traveling on ocean liners took dressing for dinner seriously. A string trio played as my brother, Bruce, and I checked out the grown-ups in their long gowns and dinner jackets; there was even a top hat like the ones in New Yorker cartoons. The captain could have been a movie star in his epauletted whites. As an enormous tuxedoed Arab twirled his cigar, I could not look away from an exotic darkness and blue-black hair I’d never before seen.

On the seventh day, land rose from the horizon. Casablanca! Mosques and minarets. Ancient buildings, fountains, paving stones. I smelled strange things—spices, maybe—and heard bleating goats and shouts from food stalls. Since my idea of good eating meant processed lunch-meat, I gawked at entire animals roasting. Beside a vat of turtle soup, a man wailed like a grieving widow, blowing tunes through his Moroccan rhieta, a sort of snake charmer’s reed instrument. Men raced by in white cotton djellabas, tassels bobbing on their red fezzes.

We sailed to Mallorca, Nice, and Genoa. In each strange city, I slung my shoulder bag diagonally across my plain jumper dress for security. At the last port, we transferred to an overnight train bound for Vienna. There, amid loud sirens and clanging trolleys, our sprawling apartment overlooked the cupola of an old wooden food market, which literally sat in the middle of a busy intersection.

Dad soon traveled to Munich, bringing back a white Volkswagen bug he had bought there. In it, we bounced down the autobahn to weekends in Bucharest, Belgrade, and Budapest. In Thessaloniki, I remember the Aegean’s aquamarine sea, white stucco houses, and ancient ruins. In Capri, the surf had carved the Blue Grotto, a natural vaulted cave accessible only by a tiny opening for boats. On the Hungarian border, I set a toe onto Communist soil and tried to understand the meaning of “Iron Curtain.”

The sixties were a tumultuous period of change around the world, but none of it touched Vienna, which felt locked in the past. We immersed ourselves in Austrian treats, sampling schnitzel at the Augustinerkeller, sugary cream horns at Konditorei, and apricot Sacher torte and cocoa smothered in whipped cream. On Kärntnerstrasse, a string quartet played Beethoven for ten-schilling coins pedestrians threw into an open violin case.

Classical music was everywhere in Vienna. Franz Lehar’s operetta The Merry Widow played near our apartment at the Volksopera—the People’s Opera—whose music filled Vienna’s streets. During shopping expeditions at the nineteenth-century market hall on our street, light streamed in from windows far above our heads, and the building’s walls sealed us into everyday local life. The butcher sang arias off-key as he wrapped Die Presse around our meat. The old woman who sold us milk clotted with butter hummed a familiar Merry Widow tune.

Even the white Lipizzaner stallions at the Spanish Riding School danced to classical music, as they had since 1572. Their arena looked just like a ballroom or concert hall, with chandeliers hanging above riders wearing bicorne hats and tailcoats, guiding their horses through routines of synchronized prancing.

We met other Americans, gathering for parties in the American Embassy and private dinners at home. At Thanksgiving, I played with our hostess’s Christmas doll, Krampus, an Austrian archenemy of St. Nick, and listened to a pretty first-grade schoolteacher from Chicago. She said she’d won a singing contest, and the prize had brought her to Vienna. She only knew two songs and didn’t speak German, but the Vienna State Opera had heard her voice and begged her to sing Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute. Her name was Arleen Auger.

My parents talked to Arleen about music, since they both played the piano and listened to symphonies on the radio at home. My grandmother had played the organ at church, and my grandfather said he played a little violin during World War I. Even though my brother, Bruce, was only eleven, he could already perform some pieces by Mozart on the piano.

I knew a little about Mozart too, after visiting his house in Salzburg. His parents had trotted him around Europe as something of a curiosity. He could play several different instruments and repeat a piece of music blindfolded after hearing it only once. His Magic Flute, written just before he died at age thirty-five, captured the composer’s childlike imagination in a story of sorceresses and enchanted animals. Music itself was almost a character in the opera, as Prince Tamino could pass through fire and water with the power of his magic flute.

We went to hear Arleen in The Magic Flute at the State Opera, an ornate temple to music built in 1869. Busts of conductors who had performed here lined the lobby: Gustav Mahler, Richard Strauss, Herbert von Karajan. I was glad we weren’t going to the Musikverein, where I’d already sat through three or four boring concerts. The old men there played symphonies for hours without telling any story at all, leaving me to stare at the naked gold ladies holding up the balcony.

I’d already been to the opera house to see Swan Lake. I imitated ballerina Margot Fonteyn’s boneless arms and imagined myself wearing her jeweled white tutu and sparkly tiara. Tonight’s story would be different. As we walked through the opera house lobby, my mother traced out scenes from The Magic Flute that were woven into the foyer’s huge tapestries. There was Papageno, dressed like a bird, his lips padlocked by the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting. Then Pamina, the sun-cult priestess, in the temple of Isis. And finally Arleen’s character, the evil Queen of the Night.

As the usher seated us, I smoothed the skirt of the Austrian dirndl my mother had bought me. It was pink and chocolate-brown, with a lace-up bodice, puffy underblouse, patterned skirt, and fringed scarf that tucked into the neckline. It was the first time I’d worn it, and the dress made me look like an Austrian girl.

I fidgeted during the overture music, but at last our schoolteacher friend came onstage. In her embroidered velvet costume and towering headdress, Arleen had been transformed into something very special. She began ordering Pamina to murder the priest of Isis:


Hell’s revenge cooks in my heart,

Death and despair flame about me!

If you do not kill Sarastro

You will be my daughter nevermore.



Suddenly, my dirndl felt ordinary, something that everyone wore. If only I could snap my fingers and become Queen of the Night like Arleen, with all these people watching! I wanted all that attention. I wanted to be a queen onstage, like her. I wanted that magic dress!

[image: image]

Soprano Arleen Auger in her “magic dress,” as Constanze in Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio, Vienna State Opera, 1970. (Photo reproduced by permission of the Arleen Auger Memorial Fund)

* * *

One year later, in 1968, we sailed home on the SS Michelangelo. New York’s skyline had changed; construction had started on the World Trade Center at the tip of Manhattan. The city felt somewhat European, with French and Italian restaurants crowding side streets near the Taft Hotel, where we were staying. International travelers came and went from the West Side piers. Uptown, fancy cars and fancier people streamed by the white plaza of Lincoln Center—a shopping mall for the arts, bigger and newer than anything in Vienna.

North Carolina had changed too. I was eight now, and my old classmates had grown into third-graders. They asked where I’d gone during second grade. “Austria! Did you see kangaroos?” My classmates bopped along to Beatles songs I didn’t know, so I secretly hummed the Magic Flute tunes that reminded me of Arleen’s magic transformation.

Vienna started fading from my memory as I moved back into my old pink bedroom. Mom tried to re-create our European life and its sophistication by spreading out books full of paintings from Austrian museums—she hung up a Dürer print that I liked—and tuning in to Metropolitan Opera broadcasts every Saturday. She found marzipan bunnies and Konditorei pastries at a little shop on Franklin Street, owned by Hungarian Jews who’d fled Austria in 1939 to escape the Nazi occupation.

There was home-grown culture too. The North Carolina Symphony soldiered from Manteo to Murphy on a rattletrap bus with its mission of music education. Founded in 1933 as a Works Progress Administration project, the state’s Horn-Tootin’ Bill of 1945 had funded it ever since. My third-grade class rode the bus with the rest of the elementary school to one of their concerts. First we listened to them play Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf; then we made a horrible cacophony by tweeting along on plastic tonettes the school provided.

My parents enjoyed playing piano for fun and encouraged me to start piano lessons too. After a few months, I found that scales and easy melodies were boring. I wanted to learn the loud dramatic Brahms and Beethoven pieces my now-thirteen-year-old brother could play. I didn’t realize how much work he put into learning them.

Sometimes my family drove thirty miles on two-lane roads to see the Philadelphia Orchestra or pianist Arthur Rubinstein in Raleigh’s cavernous Reynolds Coliseum. Just one stop on a nationwide “community concert” circuit started in the 1920s, Raleigh brought in culture by selling subscriptions in advance, offering arts managements the fees up front and eliminating middlemen. Over three hundred towns in America had formed these civic music clubs, bidding on whatever artists they could afford. By filling the vast basketball arena’s fourteen hundred seats, our series could sell seven concerts for seven bucks.

Even though I knew the concerts were considered a cultural resource since we lived so far from a big city, I found them dull. In addition, the barnlike sports arena couldn’t compare to Vienna’s elegant State Opera House. The huge stadium’s boomy acoustics made it hard to hear the instruments or see performers on the faraway stage. My mind would wander to places I’d rather be: watching tadpoles in the creek near our house, riding my bike to the swimming pool, or canoeing past rhododendrons on the Neuse River.

All through elementary school, my parents urged me to keep taking piano lessons. I hated practicing and wasn’t particularly interested in piano, but by sixth grade I had finally advanced enough to play in a local group recital. My mother rewarded me with a fairy princess dress with candy-pink chiffon pleats and a satin ribbon around the waist. I loved walking out in front of the audience in it. Once the applause died, though, I suffered an attack of stage fright. Sitting at the nine-foot Steinway, my hands shook. I had a memory slip and stopped, then started again. I wanted to disappear or run offstage, but I managed to finish my halting performance. Only when I walked away from the keyboard was I transformed back into the fairy princess.

That year, 1971, someone from the music store brought trumpets, flutes, saxophones, and trombones to Estes Elementary. First, the bandleader gave us a music test: Is this note higher or lower? Softer or louder? I got all the questions right. So did Johnny Edwards, a black kid who lived in a house with a dirt floor and an outhouse in rural Orange County.

Afterward, Johnny wandered outside while I stayed behind with other budding musicians. Our schools had been racially integrated for six years, but renting a trumpet for thirty bucks a month would have been a challenge for Johnny’s parents.

The bandleader started handing out instruments alphabetically by our last names. Finally I’d get my magic flute! I watched impatiently as Miketa got the last trumpet, Osborne the trombone, and Smith, the last flute. By the time he got to Tindall, my options had narrowed to two unfamiliar instruments, oboe and bassoon. (Anyone named Zebulon was destined for a kazoo.)

“I’ll take the little one,” I said, pointing at a dull black tube scattered with metal keys. I sure wasn’t wrangling the bedpost-sized bassoon.

If only I’d stayed awake during Peter and the Wolf! In Prokofiev’s tale, the sinuous cat slithers around a clarinet, wolves sneak through the forest to the sound of French horns, and a silver flute pipes sweet birdsong. The oboe plays a goofy waddling duck that is devoured by the wolf and left to quack plaintively from his belly.

Trotting home with my consolation prize, I put the plastic Selmer oboe together, stuck its reed mouthpiece in the top, and blew. Nothing. My mother sprang into action, paying for oboe lessons. My new teacher demonstrated how difficult the oboe was compared to other instruments by inviting Dad to blow on a flute just like he did a Coke bottle. Then he tried the oboe.

Blat! Squawk! The vibrating reed tickled his lips.

She pointed out that good oboists were a hot commodity and dispatched us for store-bought reeds and various accessories. Mom even braved a black-lit head shop for cigarette papers to mop up spit under the keys. Fully equipped, I marched off to band practice.

I was already bookish, so no one would confuse me with the angelic cheerleaders who all played the flute. My nerd factor spun off the charts. I turned scarlet from blowing through the tiny reed; veins popped out on my forehead. Since no one picked the bassoon, I became band bozo by default.

The instrument didn’t play itself. Even the best commercial reeds, handmade one at a time from bamboo, barely made a sound. Since the fragile mouthpieces had to be crafted to individual players and instruments, there was little choice: I had to learn to make my own reeds.

With a bad reed, my oboe could be a beastly instrument honking and squeaking as if it had a mind of its own. When my reeds were working, though, I learned that making a sound spoke my emotions more directly than my own voice.

The pleasure of making music was not the oboe’s only attraction, however. My teacher had been right; the oboe did come with rewards. Composers wrote juicy solos for oboes that sent band directors into ecstasy. Teachers excused me for band competitions, a trip to All-State Orchestra in the mountains, and, finally, the university wind ensemble’s week-long tour.

At fourteen, I checked into a Pinehurst motel with fifty college students and within an hour was sipping a twenty-year-old drummer’s beer while he stroked my ego. The ensemble’s director—something of a local celebrity, having played French horn on the original recording of the Captain Kangaroo theme music in the 1950s—also fawned over his little oboe player.

That summer of 1974, I attended the Transylvania Music Camp, which was part of the larger Brevard Music Center near Asheville, North Carolina. There, I studied with oboists from the Dallas and Atlanta symphonies. Since I was advanced for my age, I was also placed in the Music Center’s Repertory Training Program, where I played through most of the Beethoven and Brahms symphonies with high school and college music students.

Upon returning from Brevard I took a summer job at the mall music store, a position I landed from a manager who liked my wholesome appearance. Before long I was sneaking drinks with the piano salesman and breaking for loading-dock tokes with Guitarman Ray. My parents and teachers didn’t say anything. I doubt if they suspected a junior high school classical music student could get into such trouble.

Back at school, I noticed that my classmates toiled harder over their textbooks than I did over my oboe, yet they didn’t receive the same special attention. I’d found my magic dress. If I played the oboe reasonably well, I was rewarded without having to do the difficult academic work required of everyone else.

There was only one hitch. I needed to spend hours making reeds, or my oboe would make no sound at all. Reed-making became the conduit to my elevated status. I didn’t visit my secret creekside spot anymore, or canoe, or even read much. I certainly didn’t study.

My adolescence had boiled down to swamp grass. Arundo donax is the bamboo used for wicker furniture, paper pulp, cellulose for rayon fabric, and reeds for the oboe, bassoon, clarinet, saxophone, and bagpipes. In my case, two pieces of the cane are tied together in a bundle and scraped until they vibrate, making a sound when the oboist blows through the reed’s opening.

A brown paper bag arrived from Antibes, France, every few months, packed with cane tubes that clinked like wind chimes. After measuring their diameter, I sliced lengths from the tubes, cutting them to uniform length and shoving a special gouging machine’s carriage back and forth to scoop out a U-shaped channel. Next, I bent the resulting cane strip in half, paring it to a tapered shape before tying it to the cork-covered silver tube. This step involved manual dexterity, twanging fishing twine, and a finished product that sometimes gaped where the cane didn’t quite meet, a problem remedied by pasting slimy so-called fishskin (a specialty item used by goldsmiths) over the space. I tried to forget the membrane actually came from ox gut.

Only then did I start scraping, thinning the cane enough to vibrate. My knife tore the reed’s ragged tip. I blew on the reed to test it. Nothing. I kept scraping, finally getting a loud honk, more like the primitive rhieta I heard in Morocco. Time to start over.

The mess soon blossomed in my pink bedroom—three different lubricant oils, steel filings, and mountains of bamboo shavings. The process took hours, only to be repeated when the reed wore out, which was almost daily.

Not surprisingly, my next report card featured a D-plus in French, almost balancing the D-minus in algebra. I managed to hide it from my parents. What musician needs math? I had become isolated from everything at school, considering myself in a superior class: a musician. My only friends played instruments too; we were a proud bunch of geeks.

I was the girl chosen last for kickball teams. My classmates in the locker room huddled away from me with talk of hairstyles, makeup, and training bras I thought was silly. My music crowd wouldn’t have been caught dead at school dances or football games. Instead of the platform shoes and hip-hugger jeans that were popular in 1974, we wore piano scarves and music-note earrings. I was especially proud of the oboe power T-shirt I’d had custom-printed.

The local music clique ranged in age from twelve to eighteen. Dedicated and diligent stay-at-home moms like mine drove us in carpools to band competitions, piano recitals, and youth orchestra practice. I chose a pianist named Forrest for my boyfriend. I was fourteen, he was eighteen, and his disowned brother was the national head of the American Nazi Party. I couldn’t get enough of Forrest, smoking pot in the tobacco fields behind his family’s farmhouse and swooning over his compositions. When he applied to college at the North Carolina School of the Arts (NCSA), I auditioned for their high school division.

My parents had offered to send me to private school, hoping I’d attend Exeter, the New Hampshire prep school where my brother had gone to study four years earlier among sons of Supreme Court justices and presidential advisers. My grades weren’t promising, but because of Bruce’s performance they had said I could come. At Exeter, I’d get a fine education, study with a Boston Symphony oboist, and bargain my way into an Ivy League college with a music scholarship.

My parents tried to help me make the right decision. Exeter sounded like a sure path to success, but NCSA’s oboe teacher, Joseph Robinson, wooed me with a flattering personal letter. Maybe he was something special, since a chorus director at the Transylvania Music Camp had already urged me to seek him out. Mom and Dad were careful not to discourage me, in case I turned out to be a colossal talent. Times had changed. In the 1970s, unprecedented arts funding might also make a career as a professional classical musician possible for someone of my generation, where it would have been considered absurd in my parents’ day.

They left the decision to me. I was scared, and too embarrassed by my bad grades to talk about the options with them openly. At fourteen, I couldn’t see myself as a professional anything, especially since I knew very few southern working women in the 1970s, except for schoolteachers. I was a teenager and could only see a few months into the future.

My music friends were confused by similar decisions too, since few parents and teachers were equipped to offer them guidance. Perhaps the adults felt discomfort about their unfamiliarity with classical music, fearing they would be labeled as ignorant. There was a sense that we possessed a divine gift they could never understand.

I considered my choices. NCSA, a boarding school about eighty miles away where Forrest was headed, was known for its loose academic standards and rowdy campus environment. There was drinking. There were drugs and high school pregnancies, which meant high school sex. It sounded very adult. It also sounded familiar, since I would be around other kids who were praised for being creative, wacky, and playful, even if they didn’t accomplish much.

On the other hand, if I went seven hundred miles north to New Hampshire, Forrest would break up with me. On top of that, Exeter had strict rules and tough academic standards. I’d already gotten a sense that I was good at music and nothing else. Surely I was too stupid and undisciplined to make it at Exeter. I couldn’t imagine passing the difficult courses that Bruce had aced.

My teenage mind reviewed what information I had. At fourteen, I had no idea how people eventually became doctors, lawyers, or professors. I didn’t particularly want to become a professional musician, but at least I could survive that way for the next few years, enjoy even more attention, and see what happened. This vague, unguided process was how many of my young friends ended up in musical careers before they were old enough to decide their life’s work.

My parents didn’t look happy, but they accepted my decision to attend NCSA. I felt that my life had already hit a dead end, but Mom and Dad said they believed in me, no matter what.


CHAPTER

2

Cunning Little Vixen

BRUCE DROVE ME the eighty miles to Winston-Salem, passing shantytowns, abandoned industrial buildings, and rusty trailers. Ragged curtains hung in the window of Spoon’s bar, just before we turned right at the Mack Truck dispatch into NCSA’s gates. A high fence circled the grounds, separating students from the slums outside.

It was a modest campus: a few scattered dorms, a student commons, a main building, a geodesic dome, and an old gym converted into a black box theater. Now part of the state university system, NCSA offered students from across America and abroad specialized training in classical music, ballet, modern dance, acting, stagecraft, and visual arts from seventh grade through college. Its precollege division was the country’s only state-supported live-in high school for the arts. My tuition cost [image: Image]17 per year, with room and board totaling [image: Image]1,400 in 1975 dollars.

Because the school provided one of the nation’s only training programs for high school-age performers, its alumni already included a handful of success stories after only ten years of operation. Flutist Renee Siebert and violist Dawn Hannay had joined the New York Philharmonic, baritone John Cheek sang at the Metropolitan Opera, pianist Margo Garrett was teaching at Juilliard, and others had launched solo careers, like cellist Sharon Robinson and flutist Ransom Wilson. The school had attracted excellent instructors like violinist Elaine Lee Richey, who had won the 1958 Naumburg Prize, and the entire Clarion Woodwind Quintet, which had transplanted itself from New York City.

I thought I glimpsed Forrest as we got out of the car. I didn’t want to see him; he had dumped me over the summer. Bruce and I turned away and waded through a sea of tiny girls in black leotards to the student commons. At the registration desk there, a sweet old lady squinted at her typewriter. She was just the sort of volunteer whom arts groups often credit as helping them stay afloat. Like many women of her era who were interested in culture, she probably didn’t work and believed her involvement could help her husband’s business networking when they attended concerts and fund-raising events with other local supporters.

“Birth date, dear?” she asked.

Suddenly, here was a practical application for math. “Two /two / fifty-seven,” I said calmly, changing my age from fifteen to eighteen. Bruce’s eyes widened, but he didn’t say anything. At his prep school, students were forbidden even to ride in a car. Here at NCSA I’d be buying beer before I could drive. My heart thumped in the silence, but the grandma pecked away at the yellow ID card and fed it into a laminating machine.

The high school dorms swarmed with new arrivals. An abundance of ballerinas skewed the gender ratio three to one in favor of girls. I knew several of them from my hometown, along with a bassoonist named Audrey. Beautiful and talented, Audrey had found solace in music since her family recently lost their home.

I met my dorm mother, Sarah, a type of arts groupie I already recognized. Flummoxed by our talent, she would forget we were just kids. Greeting each student, Sarah looked nervously at the floor, as if meeting famous musicians backstage, and moments later changed character, squealing with delight to introduce us to one another.

Meeting my new classmates over freshly baked cookies, I was struck by two things. First, many of the girls looked fragile, like translucent china. Second, I sensed something mature and guarded in nearly everyone—something I never felt in my classmates at home. These young people shared an ability to take care of themselves, as if they’d been on their own forever. There was a determination to perform, and reinvent themselves onstage, that I knew as well.

Now that I’d left home, perhaps I’d undergo a metamorphosis. I was weird: a bit chubby, wore glasses, and spoke with a southern accent. I hoped that by the end of three years, I’d have turned into a beautiful swan, performing for my adoring audience. I wasn’t sure how this happened to people, but I remembered how Arleen had been instantaneously transformed from a plain schoolteacher into the powerful Queen of the Night.

Sarah introduced me to a blond boy about my age whom I’d seen unloading a long rectangular instrument case from his lime-green Datsun station wagon. I’d assumed he was someone’s brother, since his preppy appearance looked out of place among students more flamboyantly dressed, but I quickly learned not to judge my classmates too quickly.

Geoffrey’s button-down shirts betrayed his blue-blood lineage; his famous segregationist family and his bassoon completed the picture. His sad tale went beyond his unwanted heritage; Geoffrey’s father had died recently in a plane crash. His mother, a painter, suspected he was gay and sent him to NCSA instead of to the military school Geoffrey had considered. Geoffrey had only played for a few months, and he hadn’t decided if he wanted a musical career.

Then there were the Treticks: Clifford, Noelle, and Drew. They were all under three years of age when their violinist father died and they were separated to live with various relatives. Reunited for the first time, the three made music fiercely in memory of a father they knew only from recordings.

Clifford, the oldest and a talented flutist, filled a paternal role not only for his siblings but also for all of NCSA. He ran the film series, had a master key to the campus, and could start any car in the parking lot with his lock picks. He was glad to be rid of last year’s roommate, a messy Arkansas ballet dancer named Patrick Bissell, who’d swilled beer and blasted rock music night and day. In Patrick’s place was a brooding violinist whose wealthy father ran a midwestern juice drink empire.

Noelle was enrolled as a ballet major, though she also played her father’s eighteenth-century Italian violin. She drew me into the dancers’ circle in our dorm, a secret world filled with little girls living out ballerina fantasies. They came from small towns across America to study with the well-known ballet masters at NCSA, hoping to sign with scouts from big-city dance troupes. In the ten years NCSA had operated, it had become known for one of the finest ballet programs for young dancers.

Noelle’s roommate, Elizabeth, came from Lubbock, Texas, where her parents had settled to teach after finishing European operatic careers. Elizabeth needed to leave home young. If ballerinas weren’t hired by a major dance company by eighteen, they’d never make it professionally. Her mother let her go to NCSA but feared she risked Elizabeth’s academic education in the process.

Next door to me was Kristin. She’d brought her French horn from a Montana town of 250, where, at best, girls returned home to a husband and farm after attending a local college. One snowy night, pianist Lili Kraus had played eighty miles away in Great Falls, the only big town between Billings and Calgary. Kristin was a little girl, then; she had barely noticed the music for staring at Kraus’s sequined ball gown. A princess had come to the prairie. In that moment, Kristin decided she would find a dress just like that to transport her to a better place.

Opening in 1965, NCSA was conceived as a college music conservatory to keep southern talent at home. Until that time, students of music were lured away to Juilliard or even Europe, because appropriate training was unavailable locally. A high school was later added, as were dance, drama, and art departments.

The project was politically contentious. Politicians ridiculed using public money to finance a place to “learn people tippy-toe dancin’,” but governor Terry Sanford prevailed, a triumph for a state ranked forty-fifth in education spending. Funds trickled in, starting with a telethon in which the Ford Foundation matched donations dollar for dollar to raise a total of [image: Image]1 million in twenty-four hours. North Carolina’s tobacco, furniture, and textile wealth provided additional support to train performers, artists who were expected to fill the arts centers that America’s tycoons were just starting to build.

Spending big money on a school for the performing arts in the mid-sixties required a high degree of faith in the rapid growth of American culture and the employment it might provide. At the time, few classical music jobs existed outside of education. Symphony players worked day jobs to survive, since their orchestras played only partial seasons. In 1961, only nine of America’s top twenty-six orchestras worked more than thirty weeks a year, with only four of the nine providing hospitalization insurance.

Despite this lack of practical application, the number of university arts degrees ballooned. “Anyone who can play the scales is rushed off to Vienna to study music,” said playwright Thornton Wilder, as the 1960s culture boom intensified. The number of theater majors tripled between 1960 and 1967, with dance, music, and art departments showing similar growth. Arts academies became popular; professors argued in favor of specialized institutions like NCSA, complaining that dilettantes were diluting college arts departments.

“These programs,” wrote Alice Goldfarb Marquis in Art Lessons, a 1995 history of public arts funding, “grew without regard for how the arts sector could support such vastly increased numbers of certified arts graduates.”1

Navigating uncharted waters, NCSA found few students at first. It recruited beginning ballerinas, banjo pickers, and an Appalachian girl playing a bent flute. These students had never heard a symphony orchestra, yet administrators insisted they would want to join one. “Will there be jobs for that many?” one Raleigh women’s club member wondered, pointing out that New York already overflowed with aspiring performers who worked at menial positions outside the arts to make ends meet.

By focusing on professional training, the school created a boundary between amateurs (the arts’ most loyal supporters) and freshly minted virtuosos with uncertain futures. NCSA additionally snubbed regional arts, even the rich Moravian music that had been played in Winston-Salem’s Czech community for two hundred years, its epicenter a mile away in the restored eighteenth-century village of Old Salem.

Novelist John Ehle, one of the school’s first advisers, was inspired to design its narrow curriculum by a speech Robert Frost delivered shortly before he died. Frost had argued that artists, like successful athletes, must develop their talent early and in the company of others like them. In his address, the eighty-six-year-old Frost said that a young artist’s “passionate preference” must not be wasted on a comprehensive education. In the spirit of the day, Ehle’s plan promised to cloister students in a creative laboratory, removed from society’s influence.

The noble intentions of NCSA encapsulated what would later plague classical music in America: explosive growth without a realistic mission, few accessible resources, and the simultaneous isolation and elevation of a foreign art form above the comprehension of those who were expected to support it.

The school succeeded in providing spectacular artistic training and was truly a gem for young students who were certain they wanted a career in the arts and possessed the talent to achieve it. However, many high school students were undecided, and NCSA provided minimal academic preparation. The school slighted general studies, gambling teenagers’ basic education against an uncertain future in the arts. Its students, some as young as twelve, learned little about history, social studies, business, math, and science. In this loose unstructured environment, literally fenced in and removed from outside oversight or regulation, many students celebrated Frost’s “passionate preference” through sex, drugs, and alcohol.

Joseph Robinson, my new oboe teacher, had parlayed a Fulbright scholarship to study German arts funding into a summer of lessons with French oboist Marcel Tabuteau, winning a job with the Mobile (Alabama) Symphony in 1966 and moving on to the Atlanta Symphony before landing at NCSA. Thirty-five years old, Robinson also had degrees in English, economics, and public affairs from Davidson College and Princeton University.

In his studio, Robinson closed the door tightly, starting our first hour alone in a windowless basement room. I was eager to show him what I could do, to demonstrate the finger technique and sight-reading skills that translated easily to the oboe from seven years of weekly piano lessons. I placed the Mozart Oboe Quartet on the music stand, but Robinson was more interested in my reeds and tone. Dressed in polyester golf slacks and two-tone shoes, he sat at his Formica-topped desk, making crowing sounds on my reeds. Then he shook his head pitifully.

“First, you’ll learn to breathe properly. Play a D like this.” The room rang with a sound so beautiful, it was pure tone. As I imitated him, Robinson gazed at my torso.

“Guess your little lungs are still developing.” He chortled, rising for a closer look at my developing breasts. Next, he guided my hand to his abdomen, demonstrating how his belly expanded when he inhaled. “Right below the belt,” he said, to illustrate proper breathing technique. This didn’t feel right, but I figured it must be what private lessons were all about. At least he gave me two of his reeds, which worked perfectly.

After my lesson, I found Audrey practicing in her cubicle. I told her about my lesson, and how the physical contact made me squirm. She said her own teacher, Mark Popkin, demonstrated the breathing technique without touching her at all. She also thought my assignment sounded dull—one note, this way, that way—when she was getting to learn Johann Nepomuk Hummel’s Bassoon Concerto.

Audrey and I walked down the hall to check the orchestra seating, which had been posted on a bulletin board. Although I was only fifteen, my playing was more advanced than some of the older of the ten oboe majors, so I had been assigned to play English horn—a larger, lower version of the oboe—on Samuel Barber’s overture to The School for Scandal.

Since NCSA was also a college, its orchestra was more mature than any I’d yet played in. The musicians’ average age was somewhere in the early twenties, and their playing sounded strong and confident. Marian, the college-age first oboist, gave the tuning note, A, as oboists traditionally do, because their sound is focused and easy to hear. Hungarian conductor Nicholas Harsányi tapped his music stand to get our attention, and the orchestra’s group tuning session quieted.

Harsányi, a former violist turned orchestra leader, gave the downbeat with his baton. He wasn’t the greatest conductor and had partly relied on the connections of his wife Janice Harsányi, a widely respected soprano, to climb the career ladder. Despite some unclear motions on his part, the orchestra responded and I became part of the most spectacular sound I’d ever heard. The melodies being played all around me reverberated through the hall but also created a physical sensation that I’d never felt while sitting in the audience; it was as if I were standing before a thundering stereo speaker. Unlike listening to music from afar, sitting in the center of a live performance was even more exciting than the vertical plunge of the roller coaster. This was thrilling!

My initial adrenaline rush of excitement quickly grew into uncontrollable nervousness as I realized that I would soon be called upon to play a solo in the piece. I wasn’t having fun anymore. I became even more terrified and could barely breathe, as the musical score called for fewer instruments to play as my big moment approached. My hands were trembling as if I was freezing, and Harsányi had a nasty expression on his face that challenged me to mess up. He was not conducting very clearly, either, and held up his hand to signal softer and softer dynamics (a musical term for degrees of loudness), preparing for the dreaded moment when I’d have to play this borrowed English horn, alone in front of college-age musicians. Because of his imprecise flailing, I wasn’t even sure where we were in the music. Little spots of music swam on the page. My heart thumped when Harsányi pointed to cue me, as if to say, “There—her. . . . Look, everyone!” I gasped in a breath of air and as I started playing, my D-major arpeggio wavered.

“Stop, stop!” Harsányi scowled as fifty pairs of eyes stared at me. “Louder. Don’t rush. Why you rush? How old you are?” I’d had stage fright before, but my pounding heart and quivering body were worse than ever now. I felt like a firecracker with its fuse spitting and jumping, about to rocket to the ceiling, explode, and shower ashes everywhere. I gulped, feeling faint.

“Fifteen,” I squeaked. Harsányi snorted. I noticed John, the concertmaster, trying to catch my eye.

“Again. Letter E.” This time, I played, but I was too nervous to remember anything about my eight-bar solo.

Rehearsal ended, and Harsányi clumped off the podium. Heading backstage, he groped through the string section toward Noelle, who was packing up faster than a jackrabbit. On the way, he elbowed me in the boobs, pausing to let his forearm luxuriate on my left breast. Kristin scurried behind the tuba and Audrey ran for the basses, the bassoon case across her chest as a battle shield.

Older girls had already warned me to take the maulings if I wanted any more orchestra parts. I was learning about the subjective nature of music and how our superiors—counting on bewildered outsiders not to interfere—could twist creative issues to control us. Musicality was subjective, and a lack of cooperation with a teacher, whether sexual, academic, or interpersonal, could be described as bad intonation, boring phrasing, or even weak talent to an administrator with no knowledge of music. Problem students weren’t invited back the following year, allowing faculty broad “artistic freedom.”

John, the concertmaster, lingered onstage. I blushed as he leaned over my stand, smiling intimately. “Nice job,” he said, inviting me to the college dorms after lunch. I accepted, even though high school rules forbade it.

“People call me José,” he said, switching on Bugs Bunny cartoons in his dorm’s TV lounge. “Tequila?”

I glanced at my watch. Music theory class had started five minutes ago. My insides warmed from the alcohol as José talked.

A Juilliard dropout, José had freelanced in New York until NCSA offered him a scholarship. His life in the big city sounded thrilling. He’d played with several different orchestras at places like Carnegie Hall, and he’d recorded some soundtracks for movies and television shows. It was glamorous, he said, but he’d come here because he needed to finish his college degree. He could always go back to New York.

As a talented boy, José had risen quickly after the first violin lessons, hungry for the attention he never got from his alcoholic parents. He never fit in because of his mixed Latino–black–Russian background. The neighborhood kids rejected his music as white, and he’d hardly ever seen another black classical musician. Everyone told him violin was his ticket out of the ghetto. José forged ahead to Juilliard but dropped out after a suicide attempt.

José was the most exotic person I had ever met, and I returned to drink tequila with him every afternoon. After a week, we moved the party into his room to smoke dope. He lit incense and showed me his violin, made in the eighteenth century by France’s finest luthier. I peered through the F-holes, where he showed me the label that Nicholas Lupot had pasted there in 1795 before gluing the spruce top in place. Worth [image: Image]170,000, the violin had been passed down and played by generations of musicians before a wealthy collector donated it to José.

By violin standards, José’s fiddle was modest. The finest cello, made in 1730 by Italian luthier Antonio Stradivari, fetched [image: Image]4 million; a 1735 violin by Guarnerius del Gesu cost [image: Image]3.5 million. Even bows could cost more than fifty oboes; the best nineteenth-century French model, made of dense Brazilian Pernambuco wood and horsehair, brought over [image: Image]100,000. Because rarity and age price these instruments beyond the means of most musicians, they rely like José on collectors to lend or donate them. José slid the case beside his only other pair of shoes.

I kept returning to José’s room in the afternoon until he finally invited me over after dinner. In his room, I took a long draft of rum and another hit from the bong as José shuffled through records. First we listened to a Brahms symphony. Then Arnold Schoenberg’s Transfigured Night crackled loudly from the stereo. Swooning, I slumped against him as he stroked my hair; I hadn’t seen a classroom in weeks now. Passion fueled music for me—not theory, solfège (a sight-singing subject), or high school English—and I was in love.

José took off the same black turtleneck and dashiki he wore every day, the odor of his unwashed body mixing with cheap musk. We kissed, embracing as the climax of Brahms’s G-minor quintet washed over us. José peeled away my top gently, caressing my shoulders, nuzzling my neck and pulling back the covers. I could see another woman’s menstrual blood smeared on the bottom sheet, but I let him push me back on the bedding. When he thrust himself into me for the first time, it didn’t hurt too badly.

“Thank you,” I murmured dramatically. José froze.

“Oh, come on, you’re not a virgin,” he said scornfully.

My head throbbed when I woke at noon, and I trundled down to the infirmary to ask about birth control pills. The nurse gave me a parental consent form for a prescription that would cost four hundred dollars for a year’s supply. I couldn’t ask my parents to sign it; they would yank me out of school if they knew I was having sex, and I’d go back to being half outcast, and half star in public school. My parents were also generous with my [image: Image]40 monthly allowance, but it wasn’t enough to cover such an expense. Instead, I found the city health clinic, weaving through Winston-Salem’s ghettos on a series of city buses. With no birth control counseling at NCSA, I could see why the high school girls kept a kitty for emergency abortions.

Tucking the free pills in my oboe case, I mapped my after-curfew escape route from my dorm room to visit José. Since one resident assistant always tipped us off to surprise checks, the staff never found anyone missing, which further preserved our cherubic image. Just in case, I stuffed my bed, covering a small pillow with a brown silk blouse so it would look like my head and adding a fake rubber hand that just peeked from under the covers.

The front door would have set off sirens, so I slid through an open window, shinning down vines to the sidewalk and skirting the campus fence. I was caught twice. A third meant mandatory suspension, but it would never have been enforced. The school did expel a few problem students, but I was safe. The music department needed every oboist for performances.

After I got caught breaking curfew, José started disappearing for days on end. I went to hear him play a master class (an instrument lesson in front of an audience that observes the instruction) with his teacher, Vartan Manoogian. It was a stressful situation for José, who, as the orchestra concertmaster, was expected to set a good example for the other violinists. Hung over, José slouched and his intonation faltered, his thin tone wavering on Bach’s virtuosic Chaconne. After his third memory slip, José stopped, dangling the Lupot violin and bow from his left hand. Manoogian’s watch ticked in the horrible silence.

“I . . . I’m sorry,” he muttered, and stormed out of the room. His open violin case lay orphaned as he ran to a basement cul-de-sac outside another teacher’s studio. He swung the fiddle overhead, arcing against the cinder blocks; varnished spruce splintered and the dense ebony fingerboard, tailpiece, and bridge exploded in a spectacular encore. Amid the broken strings, the instrument’s guts were exposed for the first time in two centuries.

José surfaced after a few days, looking rougher than I’d ever seen him. “Whore,” he snarled at me, and positioned himself at my practice room window. There he kissed his new love, a smug brunette violinist in her mid-twenties named Teresa, who gloated over a sixteen-year-old who’d squandered her virginity.

The couple exploded in laughter as I left my oboe behind and stumbled out back to the abandoned train tracks, landing in a tangle of damp kudzu. Closing my eyes, I leaned against a fat oak trunk. An owl hooted through the humid air and honeysuckle.

Gradually, I calmed down and tried to think about my future. I was halfway through the eleventh grade and had no idea what I would do when I graduated. Parts of playing music were intoxicating, almost addictive. However, most of it was dull and didn’t look like it could lead anywhere, except in the case of a few exceptionally driven students.

I had joined the musicians’ union at fourteen, in case someone offered me a gig. With my membership, I received the American Federation of Musicians’ monthly newspaper. Scouring the help-wanted ads in the back, I saw only four or five oboe jobs advertised in a year, and most of them were in places like Wichita, Kansas, or Grand Rapids, Michigan, and provided so little salary that the musician would have to work a day job to survive. Was I the only person who noticed the lack of employment for students like us?

I looked at the College Music Society’s newsletter too, which advertised university jobs. Most of them required a doctorate. The music professor’s career looked like part of an endless cycle to me, as musicians without performing gigs taught more and more music majors who wouldn’t be able to find performing work either.

My brother was about to graduate from the University of North Carolina in math, Phi Beta Kappa. He excelled in all subjects and had developed a deep understanding of the university’s huge mainframe computer, to which his teachers and professors had given him special access ever since elementary school. His options for the future were broad. He might go to law school. In the late 1970s, he would certainly be in demand for a computer job.

I, on the other hand, felt like my future had disappeared. I loved music but had come to hate the oboe, especially because I couldn’t make reeds well. I wanted to talk to my parents about it, but I was ashamed that I’d chosen to attend high school at NCSA instead of Exeter. With my poor academic record at NCSA, I couldn’t transfer to Exeter now. I wondered if any college at all would take me.

It was nearly dinnertime. I drew a long breath and straightened my clothes. I would have to pretend, just like everyone else here, that we were all headed somewhere special.

“My boyfriend dumped me.” I sniffled, standing in Mr. Dunigan’s doorway after woodwind ensemble.

Philip, as I soon called him, pulled me inside the studio and locked the door. He was forty-three, recently separated from the young flute student he’d married. With his reputation as the campus Casanova, I knew he wouldn’t reject me like José had. I was sixteen, the age of consent in North Carolina, and NCSA didn’t prohibit faculty-student liaisons even with high school students.
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