


i the costof nurturing tha
laraphs by John Dolan




titled La Muse et le Poéte, a musical
dialogue between the violin and the cello
by composer Camille Saint-Saéns. As their
fingers dance and bows glide, carrying
the music’s mood from wistful to agitated,
the sisters maintain their own silent
dialogue. They nod at each other. They
smile, They listen intently to each other
play, at times with visible joy.

The audience starts applauding even
before the orchestrasounds the final
chords. And when the girls greet the

crowd at the concert’s close, more praise

Tollows. “Unbelievable” one woman tells
them. “Lovely, inspiring” says another. As
‘the girls’ mother Lea helps them pack up
for the 100-mile drive home to Stephen-
town, NY,, their father Marcel looks dazed
by the experience. “Thisis what I wait for”
he says. “Tt’s what it’s all about”

At an age when most kids would shock
their parents just by playing classical
music on their iPods, the Parnas girls are
already veterans on the performance
circuit. They’ve been in chamber music

_ recitals, soloed with other professional
orchestras and triumphed in a handful of
regional competitions. Madalyn, 16,
has played on an NPR show spotlighting
young musicians; 14-vear-old Cicely, as
this story was written, was one of three
cellists in the junior-division finals of the
American String Teachers Association’s

national solo competition. Says violinist
James Buswell, who gives master classes
at the New England Conservatoryand
coaches Madalyn in violin and both girls - -
in chamber music: “These kids are both in
the very top echelon of talent for their age”
They are also stretching their parents’
finances to the breaking point. Marcel,

44, a software engineer and the family’s

sole breadwinner, earns a comfortable
$135,000. But Lea, 53, figures they’ll spend
more than $40,000 this year on the girls’
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music, covering everything from lessons
to the gas required on the long drives to
competitions. And that’s after shelling out
nearly $200,000 last year when both girls
needed new instruments.

~ The goalis to net each daughter a
coveted spot in a music conservatory and
prepare thein for careers as full-time

musicians. Toward that end, Marcel and
Lea have gutted their own retirement
savings, borrowed heavily, nixed financial
safety nets such as adequate life insurance
and emergency funds—and shivered
through subfreezing winters in a poorly
insulated, underheated house.

The Parnas farnily’s situation is
extreme but not unique; the challenges

. could just as easily apply to, say, gymnas-

tics, soccer or chess as to music. A child
who loves a particular activity and can do

it well, maybe even spectacularly well,
puts parents in a financial quandary, in
the best of all worlds, supporting that
talent could give the child alegup when .

~ applying to college, earn him a scholarship

or'help launch a well-paying career. But
the further a child progresses in what is
likely to be an extremely competitive field,
the more parents end up spending for
lessons, equipment and myriad other ex-
penses and the greater the financial gam-
ble. “It’s a constant escalation,” says Lea.
In order to finance their daughters’
musical training, Marcel and Lea have
had to scramble. The family has already
scrimped in the obvious places: Vacations
and meals out are a distant memory,
they've put off much needed repairs on
their house, and for years the girls have
been clothed in hand-me-downs from
friends. They’re always on the lookout for
other ways to pay for their daughters’
lessons and equipment. So three days after
the concert, Lea embarks with Madalyn
and Cicely on a 2,500-mile road trip to
Montgomery for a secondary school




classical music contest in which the first

prize is $10,000. “This was the biggest-

" money competition I could find” says Lea.

MADALYN WAS FIVE and Cicely four
when Marcel and Lea signed them up for
string music lessons. Making your child
study an instrument is a ritual of American
parenting, but the Parnases’ interest in
music ran deep, Lea, an engineer who gave
up her career to raise the girls, used to
teach pianto. Marcel, son of cellist Leslie
Parnas, studied piano asayouth.

There was no instant miracle, “Tt wasn’t -

like we gave them an instrument and the

world caught fire” says Marcel. The violin -

and cello lessons were only one of many
activities the girls pursued. They studied
ballet and piano. They rode horseback.

MG PLACE LIKE HOME
Although they travel often for
music lessons and perfor-

mances, home life with parents
Leaand Marcelis the one

(Lea, who once dreamed of beingavet,
over the years has assembled a stable full of
injured, neglected and otherwise imper-
fect horses, now totaling six and living in
the barn behind the Parnases’ house.) The
girls also ended up being homeschooled
by Lea after Madalyn’s elementary school
announced its impending closure.

The parents didn’t realize quite how
well their daughters played until Madalyn,
at 10, entered the annual student competi-
tion at the nearby Berkshire Music School.
Up against about a dozen other students,
mostly teens, she became the youngest
winner in the contest’s history. “I was
shocked,” says Lea. A year later, Cicely
won. She was nine.

Slowly, the girls’ music began to over-
take the family’s lives and finances. As
their playing improved, they moved on to
more expert—and more expensive—
teachers. Over the next four years, the cost
of music lessons shot up from $80 a week
for both girls to $150 for Cicely and $210
for Madalyn, “That’s when you take a big
gulp,” says Marcel. They needed higher-
quality instruments too. Cicely’s first cello
cost $1,000; the second, salvaged from her
grandfather’s closet, required $4,000 to fix
up. Madalyn’s first full-size violin, bought
in 2002, cost $18,000. But encouraged
by teachers who assured the Parnases that
their daughters were something special
and by the girls’ own passion for music,

constant for Cicely (left) and
Madalyn: a comfortable routine
marked by hours of practice,
homeschooling and exercising
the family's six horses.

Lea and Marcel didn’t
question the costs.

By 2004 the couple were
spending $35,000 ayear
on the children’s music. More
than $13,000 went for each
girl's lessons. Coaching the
kids in chamber music cost. .
$3,700 a year. Hiring piano accompanists
to help them rehearse violin and cello
concertos ran another $1,300, while more
than $1,100 went for the gas required to
drive the girls to their lessons as far away
as Poughkeepsie (75 miles), Marcel and
Leaknew their spending was getting out of
control. But they believed then, and still do,
that they owe it to their daughters to foster
their potential, no matter what it takes.
“These kids are extraordinary talents,”
says Lea. “But the costs are ridiculous.”

The family might have saved money by
selling the horses, but that wasn’t an
option for Lea. “Horses are like people in
our home;” she says. “They’re with you
until youbury them?” Instead, the Parnases
borrowed against their house and ran up
their eredit-card balances. Still desperate
for cash, they withdrew $72,000 from
Marcel’s retirement accounts, paying
income tax and a 10% penalty. But a year
later, Lea was back to worrying how the
family could stay afloat. They looked for
scholarships, but found none at the pre-~
college level for families with their income.

That’s when Lea hit upon a strategy
to alleviate at least some of the financial
pressure; Speed up the girls’ homeschool-
ingso they could start college early, get
scholarships and be educated on some-
one else’s dime. It worked. Thanks to the
accelerated schedule, Madalyn is slated
to graduate from homeschool high schoel
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this summer, two years early. She already
has a full scholarship to the College of
Saint Rose, aschool in commuting distance
with a good music department.

ARE THE GIRLS being pushed too hard,
too fast? Not according to those who know
them. They work hard, says their chamber
music coach Buswell, but with a healthy
exuberance for what they do. “They’re
not what we call practice-room vegeta-
bles,” he says. And both girls seem to take
real delight in their music. Madalyn talks
excitedly about the persistence and
patience the violin demands and her -
intense satisfaction with getting a difficult
passage just right, “Once you achieve that
goal,” she laughs, “yow’re so happy you
want to dance” And while they each

spend hours practicing every day, neither
Cicely nor Madalyn sees much sacrifice in
their existence, “Music is something that’s
part of my life and has to be there,” says
Cicely. “It’s such an emotional vent”

The girls are only vaguely aware of the
strain their training has put on the family’s
finances. Lea and Marcel, on the other

hand, worty constantly about money. Lea

fears they will run out of money before
the girls are successfully launched in
musical careers. “To come so close and not
complete it would be a heartbreak” she
says. Marcel worries that the family has no
money to fall back on in an emergency and
frets about whether the girls can make
asolid living pursuing their dream. “Most
musicians T know have five different jobs,”
Marcel says. “They’re always scrambling”

The competition in Montgomery—the

-one with the $10,000 prize—underscored:
- those concerns. After four days of driving

and rehearsals, each sister performedin -
a near-empty chapel for three judges. :
Two hours later, they learned that neither

_ onehad made the cut of nine, froma field
- of 69, who advanced to the next round.

The results also dashed the family’s™ .
hopes that the prize money might help
with their latest crisis: an $85,000 tax bill .
that must be paid this month. A year ago,

- Marcel received a $222,000 windfall

when his company was bought out and

- his stock options vested. The couple used

the money to pay down debt and set

aside $100,000 for taxes, But they ended
up usingthat cash later in the year to buy
higher-quality instruments—a $40,000
cello for Cicely and a $115,000 violin for
Madalyn. “We tried less expensive ones,
and they were seriously flawed,” says Lea,

. explaining that the girls had outgrown - .

the instruments they were playing. And. -
while it may seem crazy to outsidersto o
spend six figures on a violin for a teenager, -
Lea and Marcel didn’t want the girls to

be held back by inferior instruments.
Given the choice between what they felt
their daughters needed and what the family
could afford, as always, the girls won,

The Advice

To help the Parnases get their finances

in order, MONEY recruited Sarah Hussey,
a financial planner in Bridgewater, N.J.
who is also a professional horn player.

Growing Big Talent on o Small Budget
How to nurture your child's special skills without breaking the family bank

Take a hard-nosed view of your
child’s abilities and how far they will
take her. Your kid may be the best

- Going broke paying for lessons
or participation fees? Apply for
financial aid from spansoring

If you have to travel for a child
performing on a regional or
national level, pick hotels where

‘Children should be involved in
* activities because of their own.
passion, not their parents”interest,”

basketball player at her school. But
only about one in 35 high school
seniors go on to play in college, and
just one in 5,000 of those athletes
will get drafted by a pro team. Don't
bet the farm on a long shot.

groups—soccer and skating clubs
award scholarships, as do summer
camps for young musicians. Or try
bartering professional services
(such as office help)} in exchange
for reduced tuition or lesscn fees.

your'll be able to cook your own
meals. And forget about Disney
World over Christmas break;
instead, think about taking a long
family weekend, say, around that
chess tournament in Knoxville.

says Baxter Ball, head of the Manlius
Pebble Hill Schocl in DeWitt, NY. If,
after three or more years of playing
asport or instrument, your kid still
doesn’t practice unless younag, nag,
nag, you're mare driven than he is.
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Hussey offered these suggestions:

> ATTACH THE DEBT rinsy To pay the tax bill
and their remaining credit-card and home-
equity debt, Hussey advises the Parnases
to do a cash-out refinancing of their
mortgage, on which they now owe about
$64,000. If they take out a new 30-year
fixed-rate $200,000 loan at 6.5%, they can
pay off what they owe and still have more
than $30,000 left to put in a money-market
account as a cushion for future expenses.
Despite higher mortgage payments,

improve about $5,000 ayear througha
combination of lower interest rates, bigger
tax deductions (since the interest on the
mortgage is deductible) and theinterest
they’ll earn on the money-market account.
> BALANCE INCOME AND CUTGO Hussey
estimates that the Parnases currently
- spend about $25,000 more a year than
Marcel makes. So the cash cushion from
the refinancing will give them a one-year
‘window to make radical changés, “There
are only two things you can do—bring
more money in or spend less” the planner
says, Butwhen she suggests that the girls
could getby with fewer lessons, Learejects
the advice, noting that some parents fly
their kids halfway across the country to
study with the best. The planner then
proposes that Lea get a job. But Lea,
ticking off her responsibilities—cooking,
shopping, tutoring and driving—shoots
down thatidea as well. “Everybody’s life
wotld become hell,” she laughs, saying
. she'llreturn to work in a few years when
. the girls have left home. Fussey’s skeptical

ay the girls' bills
}'aﬂ__thgy'rg older.

- response: “Can you get hired at 602” If the

Parnases are unwilling to make changes,

she notes, their situation will undeubtedly

worsen; the only question is how much.
> BUY pROTECTION Marcel has a $135,000
term life insurance policy through work—
not nearly enough to educate and support
the girls if he dies prematurely. Hussey
recommends Marcel buy a $500,000 10-
year term policy; Lea, a $250,000 policy.

" Cost: around $1,000 ayear. Lea cringes at
7  this advice, confessing a fatalistic disdain
Hussey figures the couple’s cash flow will

for life insurance. “If Pmalive, we're on”
track?” shesays. “1 dig, it’s over. They better
become waitresses.” The histrionics don't
move Hussey, who retorts calmly, “It’s so
stmple to providebasic financial security”
And while the planner would love to
see Marcel and Lea start saving in earnest
for their own retirement, she under-
stands that it’s a hopeless cause. She says,
“They are investing everything in the
girls’ future and possibly making them-
selves dependent upon the girls’ success
for their support later in life”
> GEYTHE GIRLS ON TRACK Madalyn and
Cicely will each earn at least $1,000 this
year, partly from fees for concert appear-
ances. Hussey urges the girls to set part of
those earnings aside in a long-term savings
account, “Twork with older musicians
who have alot of money, and some who
have little money,” she says. “The ones
who have a lot started saving early and
kept atit” Marcel likes the idea. “They

. will easily understand the difference,” he

says, “between the right thing to do with
income and what we're doing”
Eventually, the discussion is

- interrupted by three young people
hungry for dinner: Madalyn, Cicely
and Alex Grimes, 16, aviola player
the girls met at Boston University
Tanglewood Institute last summer
and with whom theyve formed a
string trio. Alex, who livesin
Virginia, has come north to recdrd'_

" achamber music competition in
May. After the meal, the kids play
- part of the Beethoven piece they’ll

an aydition DVD with the girls for

$ITOME

¢ Marcel'ssalary , -$135,000
! Credit-card, HELOC proceeds 28470 -
| Reimbursement for bus. expenses 6,300
iToTAL
R ) :
! Income tax ‘ $34,200
! Music lessons, chamber music " i
! coaching, accompanists, etc, 20,100
i, Home repair and maintenance 17500
i Food, clothing, misc. household 17400
Horses (care and feeding) 12,500
Mortgagé, propertytax 12,000
Nonmortgage interest expense 9,800
Performances, competitions 9,700
Cars: gas, maintenance Chalf for © 8000
music lessons, competitions)
Health insurance, medical expenses 6,220
Utilities, phone, Internet ) _ 5950
Instrument maint., insurance 4,250
Sheet music, concerts, misc. music 3,950 -
Homeschool expenses 3,500
Charitable giving 2430
Insurance: auto, hom 2,270
TOTAL ‘ 5169.770 I8 )
M ASSETS
Home $325,000
Instruments, bows 179,500
1" Mareel's IRA, 401(k) 67,850
. Cars 19,000
TOTAL
LIABILITIES ‘
Estimated-tax bill $85,000
Mortgage 64,078
Credit-card debt 10,866
'HELOC ' 8,268
TOTAL
=MET WORTH $423,138

be recording, Beautiful melodies cascade
down the octaves from Madalyn to Alex
to Cicely. Listening intently, Hussey
pronounces, “There are few undergradu-
ate chamber groups as good asthat”
She ist’'t the only one listening closely

. thateévening. Within days the Parnases

decide torefinance their mortgage as ad-

vised. And Lea e-mails Hussey that she’ll -

look for ajob once Madalyn starts college.
The couple, finally, are facing the music. §
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