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MOZART IN THE JUNGLE

INTRODUCTION

The front door of a Claremont Avenue tenement buzzed open. I followed Janet under the hall's yellow light, then out the fire escape door to a barren airshaft. Strewn with trash, one corner of the concrete square was flooded with a single light. Across from it, music throbbed from a door blistering with old paint.

"It's just me, Harold," shouted Janet, punching the mechanical bell on a door blistered with old paint. One, two, three deadbolts clacked. 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 through the beam of light, spraying coffee grounds against the cinderblock wall.

A scruffy man in a stained yellow T-shirt pulled us inside, barricading the door with a five-foot police lock. Two Virgin Mary bodega candles flickered in the darkness to the beat of the music pulsing from huge Klipsch speakers.  A faint stench of gas mixed with the mildew creeping along puce walls. Through the metal accordion grate on the windows I saw mountains of garbage accumulating in the shaft.

Three men were howling with laughter on the frayed brown sofa. "Dude." One choked on his words. "I never can get over him fucking his sister.  It's so out." Expressionless, Harold shrugged and accepted the fat joint that was making its rounds.

"Yeah, I know. Now their kid's fucking his aunt. Chrissake," interrupted another, pushing stringy blonde bangs aside to see the amp's knobs. "Listen to this riff. Man, you're not gonna believe." The sound blared, and they were silent for a moment. "Those cats could really play," sighed the skinny one during a lull in the music.

Janet bent over the desk, her chestnut hair an auburn halo under the lamp. Harold drummed his fingers in rhythm while she snorted cocaine through a straw. The blonde man sprang back to the couch and fiddled with a crisp $100

bill.

"Davey's chasing the dragon, man," the goateed one sputtered, "he’s totally chasing that shit..." and he doubled over with laughter, gasping for breath. Janet looked up 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 the skinny man almost defensively, cutting two lines of coke on the coffee table. Davey leaned over with his $100 tube and the lines disappeared.

"No, man, I meant the real dragon," chortled the goateed one, 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 shit." An operatic bass wailed through the record's pops and scratches.

"God damn, sounds like he's coming," said Davey, sneezing violently. "Wagner's so out. What's with those Valkyries?” The words tumbled out like river rapids and he choked on laughter. “Pointy. Pointy, dude. Torpedo tits.” 

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

Davey took a long swig of Beck’s and frowned intent. “What kind of Wagner tubas they playing, Paxman? Alexander? It's Vienna Phil, Solti, right? Damn, they're nailing it," he shouted over the din. He wiped his nose, smearing back a cowlick.

Harold slipped Janet's $250 in a file drawer and turned the key. She tucked the baggie into the sheepskin lining of her flute case while I sat on a milk crate, 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," spewed Davey, ogling my feet. With a toothpick, he arranged a cocaine flower pattern on my toenail and snorted through the bill. All five exploded in laughter.

"I need more blow, Harold. I got stage band at noon tomorrow," said the skinny one. "C'mon, how much? Gimme a break. Meistersinger, dude. Six hours long, man! The intercom buzzed. Harold pocketed his key and walked to the door.

"Billy, you got Götterdämmerung?" The goateed man 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 my expensive shoes. "The gods go up in flames," bubbled Davey. The goateed man dropped the needle. As the music climaxed, he screamed over the finale. 

"Nothing like it,” he shouted. “Don't you love when Valhalla finally crashes down?"
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