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Jocko Pastorius: high school dropout.  

Jimi Hendrix: high school dropout. 

Miles Davis: dropped out of Juilliard. 

Jimmy Page: Quit school to focus on music. 

I returned to Minnesota a changed girl. I had spent my entire academic career as an A and 

B student. I was a math whiz and a nerd to the max, so school had always come easy to me. 

Further, it was never a question that I would attend and excel at school. 

When I came back to the mundane world of “normal” high school, I was miserable. I 

looked around at the other kids and thought, Oh, my God…I don’t relate to any of you. The boys 

all seemed so “high school.”  

It was my senior year. Theoretically, all I had to do was survive another nine months and 

I was out the door with a diploma and (presumably) a bright future. 

I didn’t make it. 

I was practicing the fretless bass a minimum of four hours per day. My goal, whenever 

possible, was to get that up to eight hours per day. I played with the metronome set on the 2 and 

the 4—not on quarter notes. I was taught to play on the 2 and the 4…it changed my playing 

forever. When you’re a jazz bass player, the high hat is on the 2 and the 4. 

I was still playing with Broken Arrow. That was the only island of sanity I found away 

from practicing my fretless bass. School started to drift out of sight in the rear view mirror. 

I was not turning in any homework. I was bored. I was restless. I did not care about their 

science class. I did not care about their English class. I wanted to play music. Period. 

I think you see where this is headed. 

I sat in my room for countless hours with my hands on that fretless bass. I put on vinyl 

albums and learned Jimi Hendrix solos on the bass. I learned Jimmy Page solos on the bass. 

That’s what Jaco Pastorius used to do, and I wanted to do everything exactly the same as him. 

I was teetering on the brink of leaving high school when the final straw was placed onto 

the proverbial camel’s back. Volleyball season started. 

If you recall, Kelly and I were slated to be co-captains that year. Expectations were high; 

Lakeville had a pretty stout team. Mr. Mader ran a tight ship…but unfortunately, I had missed 

the entirety of summer practice and workout sessions.  
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It was my senior year. Theoretically, all I had to do was survive another nine months and 

I was out the door with a diploma and (presumably) a bright future. 

I didn’t make it. 

I was practicing the fretless bass a minimum of four hours per day. My goal was to get 

that up to eight hours per day. All my discipline went into music instead of school. 

To help me get a feel for a steady rhythm, I used a metronome. Most of the music I 

played was in 4/4 time; that is, each measure had four beats. Most musicians set the metronome 

to click on all four beats. But, I played with it set to click on the second and fourth beats–not on 

each single beat. I was taught to “play on the 2 and the 4,” as it’s called. The 2 and the 4 are also 

known as either “the back beat” or “the swinging beats.” Jazz drummers hit the high hat on the 2 

and the 4, which helps keep the time steady. Learning to count the music this way was the 

biggest lesson that got me in the pocket. 

I was still playing with Broken Arrow. That was the only island of sanity I found away 

from practicing my fretless bass. School started to drift out of sight in the rear view mirror. I was 

not turning in any homework. I was bored. I was restless. I did not care about their science class. 

I did not care about their English class. I wanted to play music. Period. 

You see where this is heading. 

I sat in my room for countless hours with my hands on that fretless bass. Vinyl was my 

new teacher. I learned Jimi Hendrix solos on the bass. I learned Jimmy Page solos on the bass. 

That’s what Jaco Pastorius used to do, and I wanted to do everything exactly the way he did. 

I was teetering on the brink of leaving high school when the final straw was placed onto 

the proverbial camel’s back.  

Commented [23]: Not every reader will understand how 
music works. Here, I tried to break down how the 2 and 
the 4 work into simple layman's terms. Feel free to 
change it if you like. 
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something. So don’t hang out in Eddie’s dressing room anymore. And if he comes into your 

dressing room, go out into the hall.” 

We were a little taken aback, but we didn’t want to make waves and potentially get 

kicked off the only tour that would have us. So we complied, no worries. 

Let me add one more tidbit about finances from the Eddie Money tour. This was also 

eye-opening for me as a new music industry insider. We certainly got paid whatever an opening 

band got paid back then. We were also getting money from the cub dates we headlined. 

Allegedly. 

Come to find out, rather than earning actual money for ourselves, we were instead 

accruing more and more debt to EMI. The accounting was dubious to say the least, but they kept 

the meter running as we toured (bus, hotel, per diem, etc). They also paid for two music videos 

by that point, and those were astronomically expensive.  

So as far as the band getting paid, we were at the bottom of a very long list of people who 

all had their hand out and all got paid before us. In fact, the roadies were getting paid more than 

the band.  

Let that soak in for a second. I’ll repeat it: the roadies were getting paid more than the 

band. 

Not even exaggerating. 

At one point, we had a conversation with Allen Kovac. The label had paid more than one 

advance to the band. Those monies all went to Allen. Like, we willingly handed it over to him. 

He told us he used the advances as payola to get our records played on radio stations around the 

country. Seemed legit; that’s how things worked back then. 

In short, the advances, the merchandising deal, and the fees for playing live gigs were 

getting funneled into other directions. The band got a small stipend each week because we were 

so broke, we had no means of paying any bills back home. Granted, we were taken care of on the 

road, but we all had apartments or a car note back home. I did…and also had a husband who 

needed part of my income. 

EMI kept us starving and dependent on them. We felt like we had to keep grinding on the 

road and selling records and merch. 
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Allow me to add a tidbit about the money from the Eddie Money tour. This was also eye-

opening for me as a new music industry insider. We got paid whatever an opening band got paid 

back then. We were also getting paid from the club dates we headlined. 

Or so we thought. 

Come to find out, rather than earning actual money for ourselves, we were instead 

accruing more and more debt to EMI. The accounting was dubious to say the least, but they kept 

the meter running as we toured (bus, hotel, per diem, etc). They also paid for two music videos 

by that point, and those were astronomically expensive. So, as far as the band getting paid our 

fair share, we were at the bottom of a very long list of people who all had their hand out and all 

got paid before us. In fact, the roadies were getting paid more than the band. 

Let that soak in for a second. I’ll repeat it: the roadies were getting paid more than the 

band. 

I am not even exaggerating. 

At one point, we had a conversation with Allen Kovac. The label had paid more than one 

advance to the band. That money all went to Allen. Granted, we willingly handed it over to him. 

He told us he used the advances as promotional payments to get our records played on radio 

stations around the country. To us, that was okay; that’s how business was done. 

Instead, the advances, the merchandising deal, and the fees for playing live gigs were 

getting funneled into other directions. The band got a small stipend each week because we were 

so broke, we had no means of paying any bills back home. Granted, we were taken care of on the 

road, but we all had apartments or a car note back home. I sure did. And I also had a husband 

who needed part of my income. 

Commented [36]: Just to give you a heads up: Payola 
has been a federal crime since 1959. A loophole in the 
law existed (at that time in the late 1980s) wherein a 
third-party, independent promoter could use "promotion 
payments" to get station directors to play their client's 
songs. In 2002, the NY District Attorney found the 
loophole to still be in violation of the law. EMI had to 
pay $3.75 million to settle the case in 2006. 
Source: https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/emi-
settles-payola-case-for-3-75m-1.616472 
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By the way…it didn’t. 

As a point of reference, I don’t receive any publishing money from my five writing 

credits on Rev It Up. The album hit #52 on the US Hot 100 and was in the Top 20 in two 

European countries—so once again, there was money coming in. Vixen technically owns the 

publishing, so should be receiving royalty payments…but it’s a strange game to try to track 

down those monies. EMI was sold to somebody who was sold to somebody, and we would 

literally need to hire an attorney to find the money and figure out how to get it distributed.  

Anyway, back in 1989 and 1990, I think each member the band was on a $500 per week 

salary. We decided to apply the rest of the band fund toward the band. As I already mentioned, 

payola was still a prominent expectation for radio play back then. 

I don’t remember how many songs we came up with for the album, but I do remember 

they all had to pass by Allen Kovac before we got to the studio. He was the one who decided 

which songs were in and which were out. He had a more objective ear than we did, but it was 

annoying to have an outside party telling us which of our songs were “good enough” for OUR 

album. Among the four of us, there wasn’t a strong leader who could put their foot down and 

over-ride management. I don’t think Bruce Springsteen or Mick Jagger would have had the same 

problem Vixen was facing. 

But that’s the way it was—which was still mostly fine as long as we got to write our own 

songs.  We arrived at A&M Recording Studio in Hollywood and got right to work. Everybody 

was on the same page and we were pretty happy with the way things went. Not that it was 

perfect. EMI still pushed outside writers into the mix. There were writing credits galore on our 

albums. It was like the label took out an ad that said, “Do you write songs? Pitch one to Vixen!” 

Steve Plunkett (from the band Autograph) wrote two songs with Jan and a writer named 

Jack Conrad. Ron Keel came in and wrote the title track with Janet and I. Oh—and there was a 

strangely-placed song by Diane Warren. 

Janet and I had written a really nice ballad that was summarily squashed by Allen Kovac 

and/or EMI. Instead, they picked up a ballad by the aforementioned Diane Warren. The rationale 

was that a radio station would be more likely to play a song with her as the writer than with us as 

the writers. They took the safe route. 

Not for nothing, but the song she wrote was not a hit and did not get played.  
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down those monies. At about that time, EMI America merged with Manhattan Records, 

becoming EMI Manhattan, then later changed to EMI USA, but Capitol Records absorbed EMI 

USA, then that merger was folded into Virgin Records, and so on. We would need to hire a 

stable-full of expensive attorneys to find the money and figure out how to get it distributed.  

Back in 1989 and 1990, each member of the band was on a $500 per week salary. We 

decided to apply the rest of the band fund toward the band’s promotional expenses. 

I don’t remember how many songs we came up with for the album, but I do remember 

they all had to pass by Allen Kovac before we got to the studio. He was the one who decided 

which songs were in and which were out. He had a more objective ear than we did, but it was 

annoying to have an outside party telling us which of our songs were “good enough” for OUR 

album. Among the four of us, there wasn’t a strong leader who could put their foot down and 

override management. I don’t think Bruce Springsteen or Mick Jagger would have had the same 

problem Vixen was facing. But that’s the way it was–which was still mostly fine as long as we 

got to write our own songs. 

We arrived at A&M Recording Studio in Hollywood and got right to work. Everybody 

was on the same page and we were pretty happy with the way things went. Not that it was 

perfect. EMI still pushed outside writers into the mix. There were writing credits galore on our 

albums. It was like the label took out an ad that said, “Do you write songs? Pitch one to Vixen!” 

Steve Plunkett, from the band Autograph, wrote two songs with Jan and another writer 

named Jack Conrad. Ron Keel came in and wrote the title track with Janet and I. And there was a 

strangely-placed song by Diane Warren. 

Janet and I had written a really nice ballad that was summarily squashed by Allen Kovac 

and/or EMI. Instead, they picked up a ballad by the aforementioned Diane Warren. The rationale 

Commented [37]: FYI-This is actually what happened 
from 1988 to 1997. 

Commented [38]: A Heads-Up Here: Originally, there 
was a sentence talking about payola. This sentence 
could easily be taken as an accusation of a federal 
crime. Regardless of what was actually going on, the 
last thing you should want is a lawsuit from 
EMI/Universal Music Group for libel. 
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Before recording an album, a band will write and rehearse in a less-expensive rehearsal 

space until the new songs are polished. Studio space and producers/engineers/mixers are quite 

expensive, so the record labels want to make sure the band is ready to go when the mics go hot 

and they lay down the tracks. Vixen was no exception; we wrote and rehearsed and wrote and 

rehearsed for what seemed like an eternity. I’m sure a lot more of our money was burned to pay 

for the rehearsal space. 

But looking back, the album came together relatively quickly. We didn’t want a long 

turn-around time before hitting the road again, so we were determined to have a new album out 

as quickly as we could get it recorded. From a financial standpoint, touring was (and still is) the 

best way to generate revenue. However, I still have to swallow my frustration when I think about 

how the financial end of the music industry turned out for us.  

After Vixen, the four of us were still quite poor. There was money coming in–we had a 

gold record on its way to platinum, our songs played all over the world (each registered play 

means a couple pennies drop into the band’s piggy bank), and we toured exhaustively. Even on 

an opening band’s cut (usually a set amount, like $2000 or $3000), there was money coming in.  

But we each lived in tiny apartments and drove shitty little cars. I was still teaching at 

BIT to earn some extra income. I’m not complaining–we were chasing our dream and armed 

with the hope that sooner or later, our ship would come in and this would get easier. 

By the way…it didn’t. 

As a point of reference, I don’t receive any publishing money from my five writing 

credits on Rev It Up. The album hit #52 on the US Hot 100 and was in the Top 20 in two 

European countries–so, once again, money was coming in. Vixen technically owns the 

publishing, so we should be receiving royalty payments…but it’s a strange game to try to track 


