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“Twenty-two. Yours?”

“Sixteen. But Zoran gave me a deal.”

I was waiting for the start of my first rehearsal with Tucson’s professional orchestra, but I already felt more displaced than an opera singer with permanent laryngitis. The two violinists sitting behind me were discussing how expensive their instruments were. The young men weren’t talking in hundreds. They were talking in thousands.

I tried to slump down, which is hard to do for a guy who is six feet tall. I knew before entering the rehearsal room that I was in for a challenge, but I needed the job. I’d aced the audition because I happened to know the music of the conductor’s favorite composer, but by now I wasn’t sure whether to thank my luck or send it back.

I continued eavesdropping.

“Zoran made Liza’s violin too, but they say hers is magical. I’ve heard the conductor bought it for her, but Zoran won’t say. Have you ever played it?”

“Are you kidding? At the Nutcracker rehearsal I straightened her violin so that it wouldn’t fall off the chair, and she almost broke my hand.”

“Was that the day she broke the conductor’s baton?”

“No. That was the week before.”

“I’m surprised Moraes didn’t kill her.”

“From the way Liza shouted back, I’m more surprised she didn’t kill him!”

Domingos Rezende Moraes was the conductor, a Brazilian the orchestra had imported from Europe. He was equally at home with Latin or classical rhythms and probably played a dozen instruments. When I auditioned, he noticed that I sight-read in the wrong key. Being able to recognize such a difference made him the keenest musician I’d worked with in over twenty years of musical performance. He was as brilliant as he was confident and self-assured. I couldn’t imagine a mere violinist having the nerve to snap at him. In the classical world, conductors were gods. Musicians who wanted to keep working recognized that fact and honored it.

They also honored the rehearsal schedule. The hall filled quickly as the remaining musicians slid into their seats and assembled their instruments. Then they adjusted their music stands, a quarter of an inch this way, a third of an inch that way, as if the height of the stand would make a difference in performance. Then they adjusted their chairs, shifting noisily to the left and right and back again, a sure sign that, no matter how much their instruments cost, their real concern was appeasing Moraes.

I attached my shoulder rest to my violin. I didn’t get it on quite right, but I didn’t want to join my fellow neurotics, so I left it as it was, slightly crooked, slightly awkward. That was exactly the way I felt.

I tried to blame my feelings on the room, but the rehearsal hall was perfectly normal. It was wide enough to give some seventy musicians enough room to play without banging into one another. As usual, the first violins occupied a column to the left of the podium, two musicians to a stand, six stands altogether. The second violins had the next column and a similar number. The winds sat in the middle with the brass completing the ring behind them and the timpani and other percussion behind them. To the right of the podium were the cellos and then the violas. The basses sat behind the cellos on special stools. For a moment I felt as if I were back in college, which was the last time I’d played classical music. In the meantime two decades of mariachi playing had sped right by me. I’d barely noticed.

The musicians filled the room with a cacophony of scales and tricky passages. I did no such thing. I didn’t want people to hear me until it was imperative for them to do so. I had won the fourth chair of the first violin section. That meant I was on the left-hand side of the second music stand, which put me so close to the conductor that he would be able to identify every wrong note I played.

I plucked each of my four strings to check the intonation. The sounds were dull but perfectly in tune. This was the best I could hope for. I might have bought more expensive strings, but the eighty-dollar investment wouldn’t have made a noticeable improvement. Instead of playing, I sat back and patted my Roth like a father consoling a child who placed last in a competition. Three decades earlier my parents had paid nearly a thousand dollars for it. The violin was fine for mariachi gigs. By now it was a best friend, an extension of myself. I knew it so well that I could identify most of the scratches. I’d scraped a cufflink on the front one time when my brother Joey and I were goofing around during the intermission of a concert. Another time I’d tossed Joey a set of keys, and he’d used the violin as a shield. Though I was the older brother, back then we shared one instrument. Up until now, the Roth had served me just fine.  

I listened for more snatches of symphony lore, but by now the violinists were sawing away as if they needed to punish their bows to make sure they behaved. By this time of the evening, such a frantic warm-up was expected. The long list of rules I’d received along with my contract stated that rehearsals started ON TIME and that I was required to arrive ten minutes beforehand. Indeed, Moraes was at the podium leafing through the score, but the concertmaster, who was the lead violinist and the most important player in the orchestra, hadn’t yet arrived.

For the moment the maestro was standing on the podium, a four-by-four wooden square. He was pretending to review The William Tell Overture, but he was killing time. He would have already mastered the score, but his focus was so strong that he could ignore all the other noise and concentrate on the music in his head. A few years older than I, he was a charismatic charmer with pale green eyes and large ears. He had unruly black hair that threatened to explode off his head, but he took no notice. He was only about five-eight, but he carried himself as if he were a giant. Maybe he thought he was.

A burly fellow sat down in the chair to my right, thus identifying himself as my stand partner. His wild red beard stretched below his neck, and it was so thick he might have carried his rosin in it. 

The man winked. “So you’re the new guy.”

“Until Moraes figures out I’m an imposter and zaps me with his lightsaber. I’m Andy.”

“Kenny.” He extended his right hand while holding his violin and bow in the other. “Pleased to meet you. Welcome to boot camp. But you can’t be that bad or Moraes would have zapped you at the audition.”

“I wowed him by sight-reading Villa-Lobos.”

“Who doesn’t?”

Kenny assumed I was joking, but I wasn’t.

“Who’s Zoran?” I asked.

“Zoran Stilin?” My partner stretched high enough to scan the players in the cello section. “I think he’s at a luthier competition, so he might be skipping this concert.”

I indicated the empty chair in front of Kenny. “Where’s the concertmaster?”

“You mean concertmistress,” said Kenny. “Or maybe that word isn’t PC.”

The thin thirty-something man sitting directly before me stopped practicing long enough to spin around. “You mean concert bitch. She’ll be here.”

Given the normally fake-polite gentility of the classical world, his use of language surprised me. However, my fellow mariachi players usually inserted the f-word two or three times per sentence, so for a moment I felt at home.

The man extended his hand. “I’m Philip, by the way.”

“Andy. Pleased to meet you. And she’s a bitch because . . .?”

“Oh, you’ll see,” Kenny said. “Immediately.” He checked his watch. “It’s six-fifty-nine. She’ll be here in 3-2-1.”

On cue a woman blasted into the room as if she owned it. Blond hair was piled on top of her head, and her slender green eyes matched the green in her sweater. She was about five-feet high, but her ridiculous high heels added another few inches. I was surprised she could walk. Actually, the woman did more of a march, cutting through the space in seconds despite a tight black skirt that didn’t allow much movement. Instead of politely placing her violin case off to the side where it wouldn’t be in the way, she plunked it down beside her chair. In fluid movements she pulled a red-tinted violin from her case, slapped on a shoulder rest, extracted and tightened her bow, and indicated that she was ready to start. Between her clothing, her stride, and her defiant manner, she reminded me of the strong Hispanic women on my mother’s side of the family. She had something to prove. She would no doubt bowl over anyone who dared stand in her way of doing so.

Moraes called her to the podium. In Spanish they quickly and softly conversed about the score as if they were having a private conversation. I caught every word: the tempo here, the crescendo there. Nothing noteworthy.

“What’s up with that?” I asked Kenny.

“The podium? It was specially made for Moraes. He hip-hops when he conducts. He’s pounded through two regular models already. This one is industrial. Oak, I think.”

“No, I mean, is she with Moraes?” Usually I enjoyed being distracted by women. I sensed this was one to stay away from.

“Liza? Some say so. For his sake I hope not. They come to the concerts together, though. Otherwise we’d never start on time.”

The rehearsal started four minutes late, and I was thankful for each of them. Moraes bullied his way through the overture before forcing us through the Mozart clarinet concerto. He knew the entrance for every instrument even though he only had enough hands to cue two sections at once. In contrast to the less skilled conductors I’d experienced in college, Moraes identified every note. Without calling us to a halt, he would yell for the trombone to play a B instead of a B-flat or for the flutes to stop playing sharp. When we came upon a particularly grueling measure, Moraes would have us play it five or six times. He was neither grim nor cheerful. Instead he was straightforward. “Winds, you missed the cue at Measure 40. Oboes, you can bring the volume down at Measure 94. You’re covering the bassoon.”

My goal was to evade Moraes’ attention. I was used to being the boss, not having one. I’d headed a mariachi in Southern California until the restaurant folded. Then I’d followed a fellow player to Tucson, where the only decent group didn’t need another violinist. I’d turned to the orchestra because I preferred a music job to anything else, but technically I was on trial. Moraes could terminate me at any time. He wouldn’t hesitate if he felt any reason to do so.

Suddenly I envied the second violinists. They didn’t carry the melody as often as the firsts, and they didn’t have as many high notes that called for delicate fingering. The firsts spent half their time on the E-string. Not only were the sounds shrill, but sometimes the string was so taut that it snapped mid-performance. You had to pay attention so that a wayward piece of steel didn’t sting your nose.

I struggled to concentrate on the written music, but I had to fight with myself. For twenty years I’d played by ear, so the discipline of reading each note was taxing. So was the entire rehearsal. I even had trouble with the overture, which should have been the easiest of the selections, because I’d been practicing way under tempo. I did better with the concerto. I’d been listening to it on the Internet for the last few days, and I loved the lyrical melodies. I even remembered most of them.

The concertmaster, however, didn’t play the concerto according to the score. She took liberties with rhythms. She held notes unexpectedly, which confused the rest of us, including the clarinetist who was the soloist. Liza wouldn’t have noticed that we were scrambling to follow her, however. She was playing in her own bubble, her own little world.

I was surprised that Moraes granted her such leeway, but I couldn’t deny that she played well. She shifted gracefully, hitting each note squarely on the top instead of adjusting to improve intonation. She played deliberately and commandingly as if she were the only artist in the room. Moraes often frowned as he turned to her, but he followed her erratic interpretations rather than stopping the orchestra. This wasn’t out of concern for our well-being. We only had two rehearsals before the concert, so Moraes couldn’t stop for every detail. Instead he worked us as hard as possible. By the time we completed our two-and-a-half hours, I was drained. Worse yet, I’d made a long list of passages I needed to review at home before I braved another rehearsal. 

I packed up my violin and exchanged cursory “good nights” with Kenny and Philip. Kenny assured me I’d done a good job, but I was aware that he had outplayed me. Twice he’d even shown me where we were. For the thousandth time, I wished I were back with my mariachi. 

By the time I unlocked Rachel’s Prizm and stored my Roth in the trunk, I felt defeated. I didn’t have a car of my own, and I’d left my scooter back in California. Hence I didn’t have my own wheels; I was living on charity. I was so distracted that I missed a turn and found myself on Broadway, which was a mile too far south.

I did a U-turn, legal at most Tucson intersections, and headed towards the university area. The time of my arrival didn’t make any difference. Rachel wouldn’t be home for another hour or so. She would still be at her mariachi restaurant having a whole lot more fun than I had. I kept praying she could convince her boss to include another violinist in the group, but so far Heriberto claimed he didn’t have enough diners to justify more sound.

The scenario was familiar. Back at Noche Azul Restaurant, we’d been on an even tighter shoestring budget. I’d been the sole violin accompanied by the other mandatory elements: a trumpet to help with melody lines, a vihuela for upbeats, a guitarrón for downbeats.

Once I reached Rachel’s duplex, I shuffled up the creaky steps to the front porch. Before entering I paused for a few moments on the porch swing. The January night was chilly, but I was still hot from all the bowing. I’d worked harder reading music than I would have in a week performing mariachi gigs.

When I finally headed inside, a streak of white fur scooted out. Treetop had her own cat door, but she preferred to squeeze past me as if to emphasize my status as a lowly visitor. Despite the ungrateful feline, I appreciated the homey living room. Rachel Campanello didn’t have a high-end apartment. She had a space that she’d made her own. A mishmash of artwork colored the walls, including pieces she’d collected in Mexico and Thailand. Bean bag chairs served as couches, not because she couldn’t afford better furniture but because she liked sitting on the floor. 

I would have sprawled out across the vinyl, but I knew what was best for me. I took out my violin and spent the next ninety minutes reviewing passages.

~
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“ROUGH REHEARSAL WITH the TucAz?” Rachel asked as she entered her living room.

Technically I had a job with the Tucson Arizona Symphony Orchestra, but almost everyone called the organization by its abbreviation, which was pronounced Too-KAZ.

I picked up my cell phone, which was on the floor near the legs of the music stand. “I remembered to turn on the ringer. I was expecting you to call when you were finished.”

“I got a ride,” she said nonchalantly.

I resisted asking from whom.

“Tell me about your first rehearsal,” she said as she took off her black leather mariachi boots.

“There were multiple passages I faked my way through. We only have one more rehearsal before the concert.”

“You can’t expect to learn everything at once.”

“I’ll have to step up my practicing or risk being eaten alive. Tonight I tried to be invisible. You should have seen Moraes’ look when I loudly played a rest.”

“Were you in tune?”

“Yes.”

“Then it could have been worse!”

“How did I sound just now?”

Rachel pointed to my violin case and indicated where I should shove my instrument. “Andy, you sound pretty good. You’re just a little coarse. You’re used to a harsher style. That’s natural. It will take you some time to develop finesse.” 

I took the hint that she wanted to talk and started loosening my bow. “The other violinists? Their instruments cost more money than I made last year.”

“You had a difficult year.”

“That’s looking on the bright side.”

“You’d rather I look a different way?” She went to the bedroom, and I followed her. “Besides, if you were rich, you wouldn’t have the excuse to stay with me.”

She took off her black mariachi jacket and carefully hung it up. She did the same with her white blouse. Then she slipped out of her mariachi skirt, a traditional A-line with metal jingles down the sides. While the outfits were smart, they weren’t comfortable.

“I’m glad to be staying with you. But I don’t want to impose.”

She pulled on a T-shirt and sat next to me on the bed. “Don’t worry, Andy. I know you’re not in love with me.”

Just what I needed. A woman who could read my mind. How was I supposed to answer that? The worst part was that she was right. I wasn’t in that crazy, can’t-get-enough-of-you mindset. I didn’t spend every spare moment thinking about her. I didn’t have grand illusions of the perfect life we could create together. I was living day-to-day. 

“Rachel, I do love you though.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “That’s a little different, isn’t it?”

I felt like someone had ripped off my clothes while I was in the middle of a crowded intersection in L.A., and none of the drivers enjoyed what they were forced to see. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Andy Veracruz, I’m not in love with you either. I could be, I think. Emotionally I’ve been holding back. I won’t let myself fall in love with you until I know I can trust you.”

I might have said something comforting. I might have admitted that I had purposefully kept myself from love in an eerily similar fashion. True love meant commitment. Sacrifice. Quiet nights at home. Years with the same person. I’d never seriously entertained the possibility. 

“You make it sound as if loving me would be a long shot.”

She pulled me down beside her and stroked my forehead as we lay side by side. “I know you’ve had a hard time. You don’t have to remind me about your past.”

If she’d wanted me to hold her or if she’d sent me to sleep on the couch, I wouldn’t have blamed her either way. But that’s not what happened. Instead she let me make love to her as best I could, even without my being totally emotionally engaged, even knowing I had a lot of faults. Not being a proficient or lucrative violinist were minor ones.

But I did know how to please her, or at least she pretended I did. She fell asleep in my arms while I lay awake knowing I was on borrowed time. I needed to make some real money. How could I possibly afford a professional violin, a house, and a car? Up to this point I’d been lackadaisical. Back in Southern California I’d had a relatively low-rent apartment in a quaint but mediocre neighborhood close to the restaurant where I worked. I didn’t have an insurance plan or a 401k. Yet here I was holding a woman who knew I wasn’t in love with her, recuperating from a toxic rehearsal, and realizing I’d made lots of mistakes and would probably make a lot more.

All I knew for sure was that it was January 17th. I only paid attention to the date because in exactly six months, I’d be turning forty. I wanted to have something to show for it, but that too seemed like a long shot. I’d never been married, I didn’t have any kids, and the only violin I owned was factory-made.
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Chapter Two
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I practiced all afternoon, forgot to watch the clock, and cut it too close to make it to the rehearsal on time. I ran into the building worried that Moraes would notice not only that I was late but that I hadn’t mastered the passages I’d butchered the day before.

No one noticed my arrival, however. Everyone in the room was focused on Liza. She was standing near her chair clutching her red violin as a child clutches a favorite teddy bear. Her hair spilled off the top of her head, giving her a purposefully disheveled look. Her heels were so high that they made my feet tingle, but what stood out was the clingy, canary yellow sweater that stretched down over the top of her short black skirt. She was a human danger sign.

But it wasn’t her dress or her shoes or her violin or her stance that demanded my companions’ attention. The musicians were staring at her because she was yelling at Moraes at the top of her lungs.

“You will not tell me what to wear!” She pronounced “you” with a bit of a “j” sound, which was common for people whose first language was Spanish.

“It has nothing to do with me, Liza,” Moraes said. “These decisions are made by the symphony board. You know that.”

“You want to control me, but I am the concertmistress! I do as I like! Of course people look at me! Why not?”

I slid into my seat beside Kenny, who was grinning. He was thoroughly enjoying the show. So were most of the others. Liza was one step away from a temper tantrum, which meant that Moraes was in the difficult position of either figuratively slapping her or letting everyone know that she was the boss.

Liza was right about one thing. People were supposed to look at her. It was up to the concertmaster to make a grand entrance right before the beginning of the concert, to ask the oboist to sound an A so that we could tune to the same pitch, and then to signal for the orchestra to stand when the conductor came on stage. It was her job to lead the orchestra as dictated by the conductor. She was expected to emphasize the dynamics so that the lesser players, meaning the rest of us, would attempt to match her nuances. It was also her job to decide on the bowings for the first violins, bowings that would then get translated to the second violins, the violas, the cellos, and sometimes the basses. The concertmaster was supposed to be the most competent, most sensitive, and most important player in the room. Liza was paid a lot extra so that people would pay attention to her.

“Liza, there is no reason for you to be upset,” Moraes said.

“What’s the catastrophe?” I whispered to Kenny.

“For performances the men wear tuxes, but the women are supposed to wear plain black. Nothing showy.”

“Why not?”

“So that the musicians blend. So that the women, in particular, don’t call attention to themselves. You can imagine the problem.”

“Liza is crazy about attention.”

“She’s like a three-year-old jealous of an infant. At the last concert, she wore a black dress with big red sequins.”

I could imagine the scene. The orchestra was about forty percent women. The others would have followed the rules and worn boringly nondescript combinations of black. Liza would have paraded onto the stage in a sequined dress that was too tight to let her breathe normally. I suspected her curves had sneaked up on her, so she ignored them by squeezing into clothes that would have fit more appropriately twenty pounds ago. I’d seen the same call for attention in mariachi groups—women who tried to stand out by painting their faces with bright rouge or spraying their heads with cans of hairspray. The results were ludicrous because the women turned out looking more like manikins than people. That was another detail I appreciated about Rachel; she didn’t give in to all that nonsense. I’d seen some makeup in her bathroom, but so far I hadn’t seen her use any.

Liza gesticulated as if Moraes couldn’t hear her without visuals. I’d seen twenty-somethings throw tantrums, usually when they were drunk, but I guessed that Liza was right around my age. That made her nearly the same the age as Moraes and much too old to throw a tantrum.

By now Liza had set down her instrument and was clutching her sweater. “What I wear is sign of my personality!” Liza spoke English pretty well, but she tended to leave out articles. She probably didn’t want to take time for them. Anyway, her message was perfectly clear.

“I dress how I feel!” Liza said, putting her hands under her breasts and lifting. “I am musician! I need to breathe! I need the passion! I need the life!”

“Liza,” Moraes said patiently, “all you have to do is wear plain black. It’s not too much to ask.”

She stamped her feet so vigorously I thought she was might fall off her heels. “The board cannot understand music! The board cannot understand how I should feel!”

Moraes visibly pulled his phone from his pants pocket and checked the time. I had a feeling he’d done that once or twice already. “I have to start the rehearsal. Concert dress is black for women, no bling. You can wear a small necklace. Or earrings. Or an ankle bracelet. Please sit down.”

“If I do not feel right, I do not play my best!”

Moraes indicated the oboe player. “An A, please?” This was out of character; this was the job of the concertmaster.

Liza picked up her violin and offered it to the conductor. “Oh, so now you want my job? I give to you! You play the violin! Let’s see if you can play and conduct at the same time, you are so smart!”

For a moment their eyes locked. “Sit down, Liza,” Moraes said. He didn’t spit the words, but he said each one slowly. “Sit.”

When she did, the rest of us started snickering. It was pretty hard not to.

Moraes pretended not to notice. “The overture,” he said. And finally we started rehearsing.

But Moraes didn’t have the same concentration he’d demonstrated the day before. He paused to take sips from an energy drink. He still pointed out a wrong note here, an overly loud phrase there, a lack of staccato in the back of the section, but his heart wasn’t in it. Liza had sucked away his strength. Since this was the first time I’d seen a hint of weakness in the man, I was surprised. I couldn’t decipher the dynamic between them. Liza acted as a privileged lover, a relationship that should give members of any symphony board a round of heart attacks, yet I detected no affection between them. Or perhaps they’d been lovers forever, or they were married, and any affection had seeped out of the relationship a long time earlier. Happened all the time.

I tried to concentrate, but over and over my eyes drifted off the page. This happened most often during the clarinet concerto. When the violins had long passages of rests, I couldn’t be bothered with counting them. I merely listened for what sounded like the right time to come in and watched for when my stand partner raised his instrument. That was a lazy way of rehearsing, but I was giving myself another hour or two to adapt to playing classical music. That was all I could afford.

Moraes himself distracted me. Perhaps he was drawn to Liza and didn’t know why. Perhaps she was fascinating when she wasn’t angry or complaining, or perhaps her mood swings were the source of fascination. Her attitude was as ridiculous as that of the board. What did the audience care about what we wore? Most concert halls had a wide gulf between the stage and the first row of seats, so the audience could barely see us anyway. They came to listen, not to judge a fashion show. 

As we continued with the concerto, I wondered how many times Moraes and the board had argued about Liza. Tonight she rehearsed without passion or feeling, but maybe this was her normal post-argument demeanor. She too had lost concentration. Near the beginning of the fast third movement, she missed an entrance. I came in accidentally; I hadn’t realized I was coming in without her. Normally a section might have waited—to be in unity. But dumb me played straight through three measures without realizing I was alone.

“Stop.” Moraes held up his hand, signaling for the orchestra to crunch to a halt. He pointed to the first violin section. “Who came in?”

I was sure he already knew. I raised my bow half-staff as a flag on a day of mourning.

“Yes, Andy. You were the one. And why did he do that?” Moraes asked the others.

I hadn’t been counting. Mariachi-style, I had only been listening. “I thought I had counted correctly,” I lied, “but I guess—”

“But I guess Andy, the new guy, is the only one who could hear the right place to play,” Moraes snapped.

“The horns were wrong,” Liza snapped back. “How do I come in right when they make mistakes?”

“I don’t know, Liza. That is too big a question for me. Horns! What were you thinking? Everyone, take it back at Letter A. ‘A’ for Andy.”

Everyone in the orchestra now knew my name. In the land of competitive orchestra playing, that was surely a bad thing. I hadn’t been trying to save the day. I’d done what had come naturally, which meant playing by intuition. In contrast Liza had either made a mistake herself and tried to cover by lying about it, or she had let the horns take the fall on purpose. I wasn’t sure.

I was relieved when we started rehearsing Scheherazade, the Rimsky-Korsakov piece based on the framing device from The Arabian Nights. According to legend, the Persian king Shahry­ār was going to put his bride Scheherazade to death in the morning so that she wouldn’t have the chance to cheat on him. To thwart her husband’s intentions, the clever woman began telling such an engaging story that the king granted her another day to live so that he could hear the end of it. The next night she finished one story and started another, and so on and so forth.

The symphonic piece wasn’t a violin solo per se, but it included several solos the concertmaster traditionally performed from his or her seat. I knew the piece backwards and forwards from college orchestra days. As the two top players, my brother and I had alternated playing the solos. The same passages had been part of my audition for the TucAz, so the melodies were in my head as well as in my fingertips. When Liza dived into the first solo, I was momentarily jealous. Given my work with the mariachi, I relished being the center of attention. But Liza played the first solo more beautifully than I’d heard it on any recording and more passionately than I’d ever imagined it. All at once the passage was tender, vigorous, commanding. As Liza varied the tempos, she wrenched emotion from every note. She closed her eyes, blocking out her surroundings to concentrate on pure sound.

Part of her wizardry would have been the violin itself; I couldn’t imagine the price of an instrument that could sing as much as hers. The red seemed overboard, but the color couldn’t override the sound. The instrument had the right timbre, the right projection, the right sweetness. Zoran had obviously given over every part of himself in the instrument’s creation. But no matter how wonderful an instrument, it had to be in the right hands. This one was.

Finally I understood why Moraes put up with such a canary. Any conductor would have done the same. I hadn’t detected genius when Liza played the other music; she wasn’t invested in a Rossini overture or a Mozart clarinet concerto. But the magical Scheherazade was a piece that she believed in. It was a piece she embodied, living through the story each time she played it. She would make every last listener believe in the magical storyteller as well. If some of the audience swooned as Liza performed, I wouldn’t be surprised.

~
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WHEN WE FINALLY TOOK a break, I wiped down my violin with a rag. Given her fine instrument, I expected Liza to do the same. Instead she stood, reached her hand into Moraes’ bulky briefcase, took out his energy drink, and downed a third of it.

Strange. In Mexico there’s a saying that if you drink from someone’s glass, you learn that person’s secrets. I wondered what lay behind both Liza’s passion and her anger. I was too busy wondering about her to notice that she was heading straight for me, and by then it was too late to avoid her.

“You are new. This is your first day?” she asked.

“Second.”

She would have been blind not to notice me the day before, but what better way to put someone in place than by pretending you hadn’t? Liza eyed me as if the faults in my playing were evident from my facial features, but maybe she was focusing on my black hair and deep tan.

“You are from where?” Liza asked.

“California.”

“You look Mexican.”

“Lo soy. Pero nací aquí.” I am, but I was born here. 

It was a test. I looked as if I spoke Spanish, so I ought to. As a matter of fact, I spoke it almost as well as I spoke English. Some days, even better.

“¿Y tú, de dónde vienes?” And where are you from?

For a moment she hesitated. I’d used the informal “tú” form with her instead of the formal “Usted.” My choice had been deliberate. She may have been the concertmaster, but in Spanish, we were equals.

“La ciudad de México,” she replied.

The difference was subtle, but saying she was from “the city of Mexico” was a more sophisticated way of saying she was from “el De-Efe,” D.F., meaning the Federal District, which was the way everybody else said it.

“Tired of living in the capital?” I asked.

“Ha! More or less.”

“By ten a.m. you can’t find a place to park,” I said, quoting the first line of “Sábado, Distrito Federal,” a well-known Chava Flores tune. With spot-on clarity, the famous singer-songwriter had targeted the gamut of Mexican social ills. His lyrics about the chaos of a normal Saturday in Mexico City were typical.

Liza frowned. Evidently she rejected any criticism of her hometown.

“Do you like living in Tucson?” The lame question was the only one I could think of.

“Eh. Not yes, not no. But you? Why have you come here from California?”

“My mariachi broke up.”

“Mariachi?”

“The restaurant closed. The band members scattered.”

“Mariachi!”

“We played five nights a week. Sometimes six.”

“You wasted your time on mariachi!” She turned and marched off.

I wasn’t the least surprised. A lot of people took mariachi music to be the lowest possible art form, although such people were hardly ever Mexican. So I had been dismissed by the great Liza for not being a serious violinist. Good. I didn’t want her to focus on me at all. And I certainly didn’t want to show her up by playing when she’d failed to do so herself.

Before Liza could insult me again, I scooted outside. The day had been warmer than usual for January, but as soon as the sun had set, a chill had bullied its way right in. The chill might have been nicknamed Liza.

I sped-dialed my brother. “Joey? Sorry to call now. I know it’s early in the U.K.”

“I just woke up. How’s it going?”

“The rehearsal is killing me. I’m in over my head.”

“You knew that ahead of time. Ready for an architecture job yet?”

“Not yet.” We’d completed the same undergraduate degrees in architecture and music. I’d often worked with Joey, but he was the better architect, and I was the better musician. “We perform the concert twice. I might have it right the second time around. For the moment I’m exhausted.” 

“Maybe the conductor will get tired and let you go home early.”

“The guy is an Energizer bunny. He doesn’t GET tired.”

“Here’s a great solution. I’ll learn half the music for your concert. Then you can play the first half, and then we switch places and I play the second half. Nobody would know the difference. Sound fun?”

“If you hadn’t taken a contract in London, it would be perfect.”

“Details. Only details.”

Although thirteen months apart, we were lookalikes. In our youth we’d often switched places. For a while there was a height issue, but by my senior year in high school, when my brother was a junior, we could switch easily, and we often did. Sometimes we covered classes or rehearsals for one another. At boring family parties, we switched for sport. We’d done so less frequently as adults. By now his hair had gone a little gray and he’d put on a few extra pounds. But in a pinch, and in bad lighting, we could still fool people.

“You’re just glad you’re not me,” I said. 

“As always! But why complain to me instead of pouring your heart out to Rachel?”

“She’s at the restaurant. Are you too busy to talk?”

“Even if I were.”

He didn’t have to finish the sentence. Joey always made time for me. Our whole adult lives, he’d watched out for me instead of the other way around. Sometimes he became too zealous in his assistance. That’s why he’d taken his wife and kids abroad. He wanted to make sure to steer clear of my enemies.

“Why not ask the concertmaster to let you play one of the Scheherazade solos?” Joey continued. “You play them at least as well as I do.”

“She’s a woman. And she wouldn’t let me have one of her solos if I paid her for the privilege.”

“You’d only be allowed to perform them over her dead body?”

“Right. That would be the only way.”
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Chapter Three
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By the time I reached the theatre, all the other musicians were on stage warming up. I ran through the building, taking two wrong turns in the cold gray basement tunnels under the stage and rushing up the stairs three at a time. Late for the first concert! I’d be fired by the end of the night if not sooner. How was I supposed to know that parking on campus on a Saturday night was nearly impossible?

At the top of the stairwell I came across the stage manager, who was watching a University of Arizona basketball game on old-style miniature TV. He saw me running and grinned. “Relax, pal. There might not be a concert anyway.” He pointed me in the direction of the wings, where Liza and Moraes were standing with an older gentleman who wore a leisure suit. His floppy moustache was the kind that might collect cookie crumbs for years at a time.

Cautiously, I approached. Moraes, in a sparkling tux and black dress shoes, was so concentrated on the conversation that he didn’t see me. Liza was facing the gentleman, violin and bow in one hand. She was using the other hand to gesture as she shouted in whispers.

“This is only dress I have. You want I take it off? That is what you want?”

“The requirements were clear. We have our values!”

“I show the fine things in life! Fine jewelry, fine music! Why can’t you understand?”

“Your fellow musicians can’t afford such things. There’s no reason you should stand out because you’re the concertmaster!”

“I am concertmistress! Or you can’t see I’m a woman?”

I was thrilled to make it to the concert before it started. I was more thrilled Moraes hadn’t noticed my arrival. But I couldn’t contain my curiosity. Instead of quickly slipping on stage, I ventured close enough to take a good look at Liza’s outfit. Her short black dress barely covered her hips, and its low V revealed the edges of her breasts. However, the man was pointing to Liza’s waist, where the strips of material were joined together with what glimmered as a diamond except that no one would have been insane enough to wear a rock that large.

“We said no jewelry!” the man shouted.

Liza clutched the fake stone. “This is not jewelry! This is clothing!”

At that point Moraes noticed me. He might have glared, or he might have already been glaring. He straightened his white bowtie and turned back towards Liza.

Weaving around the other players like a cat in a minefield, I slipped on stage and gingerly took my seat.

As I sat beside him, Kenny stopped practicing and grinned. “We weren’t sure whether or not you were coming,” he said. “Then again, we’re not sure whether or not we’re having a concert.”

“Who is Liza yelling at?”

“F.J. Gómez. He’s the new head of the symphony board.”

“He’s a big deal?”

“They say he’s an industrialist who owns half the town, but what would I know?”

I indicated the trio in the wings. All three were still whisper-shouting. “Have they been at it a long time?”

“When Liza came out to adjust her music stand, I saw F.J. leave his seat to go backstage. I knew he was going to chew her out. The rules are stupid, but the other women are too intimidated to break them.”

“Asking women to refrain from using jewelry is like asking men not to wear socks. Oh. I suppose that’s sexist.”

“But it’s true!” He nodded towards the audience. “They wouldn’t notice either way. They will, however, eventually expect some music.”

The main floor held a large seating area that was about three-fourths full. The same was true of the balcony. So far the patrons were happily chatting; they didn’t realize there was more action behind the curtain than we would offer on stage.

“The Saturday night crowd is always lively,” Kenny told me. “Tomorrow the audience will be more subdued. That is, if we’re still in business.”

I gestured at the wings. “Is this a long-standing argument?”

“Sure. It started in September, which is when Liza suddenly started playing with us.”

I cocked my head. “Suddenly?”

“She never auditioned.”

For a professional orchestra, the situation was practically unheard of. “Did the former concertmaster drop dead?”

Philip twirled around from his position in front of me. “He did not die. He scooted over.”

“Philip was the concertmaster last season,” Kenny said. “When we showed up for rehearsal in September, Liza was in his place.”

“She’s either sleeping with Moraes, or she’s the girlfriend of a mobster,” said Philip. “Or both.”

It was too much to digest. Concertmasters came into their jobs by winning auditions, as it was called, not by waltzing in and shoving everyone else down a notch.

“She’s good, but she’s hardly perfect,” I said.

“I’ve been studying the solos for Scheherazade for a year,” said Philip. “A whole year!” He turned and attacked the Rossini.

Kenny laughed as he tightened his bow. “Fasten your seat belt. Here comes Liza.”

The woman marched on stage and signaled for the oboe player to sound an A, but by now none of us bothered with extra tuning. Seconds later Moraes came out himself. Traditionally Liza would have stood in respect to the conductor, and the orchestra would have done the same. Instead Liza sat steadfastly. So did the rest of us.

I turned to Kenny; he was as astonished as I was. This was completely against protocol. It was a slap in Moraes’ face. I’d never seen it happen before. From the way the musicians squirmed, they felt as awkward as I did.

Moraes pretended not to notice. He bowed to the audience, offered us a fake smile, raised his arms, and began the overture. He gave the right cues, but he wouldn’t have cared if we’d played every note wrong because he wasn’t listening. He was somewhere else, somewhere far away. I hoped it was a nice place where he didn’t have to worry about difficult women like Liza or board members who made up outdated rules. Moraes didn’t deserve such problems because he would have never caused them himself. All he cared about was the music. Anything else was an obstacle.

The overture was a quick dozen minutes, but I prayed it would be long enough for Moraes to get ahold of himself. Instead, when we plowed into the concerto, he was even less engaged. He didn’t know how to tame Liza, so he’d given up. Rather than helping the clarinetist negotiate with the concertmaster, Moraes let them fight it out. The results were breathtakingly erratic tempos. More than once, one section of instruments was on the brink of colliding with another, but the conductor ignored the problems. He simply went forward. Liza ignored him altogether and eventually the clarinetist ignored both of them. We were fortunate to end the concerto at nearly the same time.

As intermission started, Liza beat the rest of us off stage. I watched as she marched into the wings and headed down one of the corridors. Maybe she had a premonition that she should distance herself. That way the rest of us could enjoy gossiping about her. As I milled around, occasionally introducing myself to other musicians, the conversations were along the same lines: Moraes has to get rid of her; she’s going to cost us our funding; who told her that she’s the queen of the music world? There were comments about Moraes as well: “How many times a night does he screw the bitch?” was the most frequent.

In a sudden feeling of camaraderie, I headed to Moraes’ dressing room. I wanted to offer him a kind word. He was a decent guy, but he had a wildcat on his hands, a group of terrified musicians on his stage, and another half a concert to get through. I was about to knock on the door when I heard Liza scream “¡Pendejo!” I’d been wrong during rehearsal; she had a much louder voice than I thought. And she didn’t hold back. In Mexican Spanish, a pendejo was an “asshole.”

I immediately turned away and joined the others. The conductor was on his own. Since I didn’t own a tranquilizer gun, there was nothing I could do to help him. As long as his dressing room was a lion’s cage, I was staying out of it.

~
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“ENJOYING YOUR FIRST concert?” Kenny asked when I returned to my seat.

We broke into laughter. “Silly me. I thought playing classical music would be dull.”

Kenny arranged the Rimsky-Korsakov piece on the stand. “Liza’s a regular Scheherazade.”

“How was the last concert, or dare I ask?”

“More of the same,” Kenny grinned. “F.J. came backstage at intermission and made a fuss, and Liza yelled at him.”

“Red sequins, eh?”

“About as big as my hand.”

Liza paraded onto stage, stood before the orchestra, and signaled for the oboe to play an A. I couldn’t help laughing out loud. I wasn’t the only one. Liza’s dress now had a three-inch hole in place of the fake diamond. She reminded me of a belly dancer, but I didn’t have time to share my mirth with Kenny. Liza’s piercing eyes shamed us into silence. No one bothered to tune. When Moraes came out, however, Liza didn’t hesitate to stand.

As soon as we started playing, I lost concentration. Normally I might have watched Liza to make sure my bow was going in the right direction, but I was too distracted by her demeanor, which seemed to fall halfway between disdain and disgust. I was ready to pay good money to know what she was thinking and what she’d told Moraes. She showed no qualms at displaying her stomach. Between the short skirt and the plunging neckline, she was as exposed as any showgirl. She didn’t seem to mind.
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