A High Stakes Piano Finding Encounter!
   Sharon Kendall phoned me one Saturday morning about helping her to select a console size piano in a modest price range. Inquisitive and intelligent, with an animated personality, she had a piqued curiosity about the whole process of finding a suitable instrument and what it entailed.
  A quick Googling of her name following our telephone chat revealed an abstract of her eclectic presentation at California State University Fresno: “Post-Communist Patriarchal Renaissance: An Examination of the Changing Status of Women.”
 From reading the project overview, I felt an immediate connection with this new client who had revealed a feminist dimension that I associated with my own travels through life--particularly in the organizing realm where I had ignited a serious effort to unionize Fresno substitute teachers. Not that this was a specifically feminist undertaking, per se, but the gusto associated with making something unforeseen happen, by defying the odds, attached a certain energy that some might undeservedly equate with the male gender. In this regard how often we read that a particularly dynamic individual had “balls,” not breasts.
  Having just met up with someone like Sharon who had examined the formation of women’s movements in Russia against the backdrop of a “concurrent rise of patriarchal sympathies,” I was convinced that she was a person with a shared political and social consciousness.
   My first e-mail to this newly arrived client bubbled over with excitement about her feminist focused research and how we shared so much in common. Her timely reply brought some clarification.
“Hi Shirley,

   “My goodness, that project was undertaken many years ago.  As an undergraduate at CSUFresno, I did write a paper on feminist Russian politics, which was published in an academic journal. I also had the opportunity to ‘present’ before a scholarly audience at CAL, CSUFresno, and at the Western Social Science Association's annual conference.   My fifteen minutes of fame!  At the time I had intended to pursue a Ph. d in East European Politics.  

  “Since then my life has taken a more sensible, albeit mundane, turn.  I completed my Master's Degree in Public Administration at CSUFresno and I work as a Personnel Administrator at the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District.  While the Air District is an environmental agency, I wouldn't expect that my name would be connected with any environmental links, as I work on the administrative side of things (HR)……”
  Surely her connection to the administrative side of air pollution control had eluded me, but knowing that she was involved in a public interest pursuit that benefited those trapped in our pollution ridden Valley was heartening.
  As I read more of Sharon’s note, I learned that she commuted to Fresno from her home in Lemoore, a farming town about 35 miles away, well known for its Air Force Base. Uncannily, I had recently located a lovely Wurlitzer console piano for a Lemoore Tires executive who paid all of $550 for it and obtained York’s assistance, extricating it a from a scalding, hot garage  
  Still another Wurlitzer console had crossed my path that possessed a white enameled exterior that would fit nicely in a color coordinated bathroom. Yet this oddity was the centerpiece of a conservatively furnished living room in dark walnut. Aside from its strange finish, it had the name Hohner welded into its cast iron plate. Even York was perplexed.  “Geeze, it sounds like that the piana aint no Wurlitzer at all ‘cause the Hohner Company made harmonicas.”
   I remembered my Hohner mouth organ and how I treasured it. The instrument happened to be dropped off by my aunt on the first night of Chanukah at least 40 years ago, and no matter what I played, it always sounded right. York claimed that he tooted one himself with considerable skill. The story goes that he also played the cornet and received an army commission for having led a band or two. He also mentioned having received a quick promotion when he heeded the request of a colonel to box a Yamaha grand that was housed in a burnt down factory in Japan during World War II. For all intents and purposes, the officer was pilfering a piano with York’s assistance. 

  The odd appearing white Wurlitzer was definitely overpriced at $2,000, but had enough of voice to justify about half the amount. With a good tuning and voicing, it might be a worthy addition to a home, though the seller wouldn’t kick in the necessary expense to tune it.
   Among private party sellers of used pianos, this was a universal chant. “The piano’s been hardly played so why should I tune it!” Or, “the buyer’s gonna tune it anyway so why should I assume the cost.” 
   In his well respected Piano Book, Larry Fine emphasized that tuning a piano is the best measure taken to advance its sale. He elaborated: “By having the piano tuned and minor repairs made before selling it, the seller will eliminate any problems that would distract or confuse a prospective buyer… He concluded that “piano owners who tune and repair their pianos sell them much faster and at a higher price than those who don’t, easily recovering their expenses several-fold.” (P. 203, “Selling Your Piano” from The Piano Book, Buying and Owning a New or Used Piano)-

  While the out of tune, white Wurlitzer might not have been the best option for Sharon, it was something I’d still pass by her through e-mail.
  She replied within a few days.
  “Please forgive my delay in responding-- we just returned from an out of town trip. This Wurlitzer doesn’t sound like a piano that I would be interested in pursuing. While the look of this piano is not my first concern, I can’t imagine having a white enamel piano, unless you tell me it’s an under-priced Steinway. I’m sure the right piano is out there, but it may take a little while to find it. In the meantime, I’m excited about the prospect of having my own piano, so I am willing to wait for the right one.”
   I couldn’t help but see the tie in to the dating game. How often we’d heard men and women say that the right someone was out there, and it was just a matter of time.
  With pianos, it was no different.

 A good example was what happened to the “Knightingale” in the analogous meat rack marketplace. The malaise and delay associated with its purchase were tied to countless requests for photographs, followed by a disturbing silence after these images were transmitted. Without a filigreed rack, fluted legs, or a light wood sheen, it was ostracized, sitting in its lonely corner until tapped by a buyer who finally saw beyond its plain and mundane exterior.
                                                      **

  It was the middle of the week and I’d spotted an amazing photo of a vintage 1939 Howard grand piano (made by the Baldwin Company) in a new Fresno Craig’s List posting. The name Howard carried a positive association since I had recently located a tall 1929 vintage upright of same company that turned out to be a proverbial ugly duckling with a redeeming tonal soul. York had appraised it at $800 and noted its lovely sound in his appraisal report.
  I hadn’t made this connection when I launched my trip to the outskirts of town to evaluate this same piano for Marcus Johnson, a young father of two small boys, who with his wife had been searching for the tallest, oldest upright that could be found. Four months had quickly passed and I still hadn’t located anything that had a remotely decent tone.
  The afternoon I knocked on the door of an upscale home in Northeast Fresno, I was greeted by a youngish woman who led me down a narrow hallway to a dark bedroom that contained an age worn, tall upright with a dull gray-yellow painted finish.
  The seller, a collector of guitars, psalteries, and other exotic instruments, reported that the piano had come down through her family but had to be sold because of remodeling and relocation plans. Since time was of the essence now, she had planned to donate it out to a women’s shelter if it did not quickly sell.
  Looking at this old vertical, I would guess that it had only a slim chance of sounding half way decent. In my experience, most uprights in the 50 plus age range were largely ill-maintained. They could have been placed up against radiators or exposed to cold drafts. Many of these senior instruments might have been rarely tuned. Others could have been infiltrated with moths that had eaten away at their felt. Maybe the mice and rats had gotten to it, and chewed up the bridle straps and dampers. A great majority of these vintage verticals might have cracked soundboards from extreme moisture and temperature changes.
  Given these negatives associated with aged pianos, I was truly shocked to discover the extraordinary tone and resonance produced by this 68 year old Howard!
   For at least an hour I was wooed by it, spinning out countless Romantic melodies that best displayed its sonority. In a hypnotic trance, I forgot where I was and what brought me to this piano, but I had a faint memory of having phoned Marcus to come over to experience it as quickly as possible.
  Within a half hour, I heard the family sauntering down a long hallway as they approached the bedroom where the piano sat. I was playing a doleful Chopin Nocturne, the theme song of the movie, The Pianist, which had a World War II Poland backdrop. The soulful strains drew Marcus and his wife closer to its sound source. He later confessed that “we knew instantly from the moment we entered the hallway, that this would be our piano.”
  A lovely family of four, including two small boys was standing there gazing upon a sallow-looking upright with redeeming tonal richness and internal beauty. Marcus lingered with his brood and experienced more of the piano’s tonal virtues. Then he ceremoniously handed the seller a check for the low asking price of $200 and promised to treasure and care for this piano, as well as restore its original cherry finish. He sounded like a groom taking his wedding vows.
    The seller, a cancer survivor, who headed up an organization, “Songs for the Cure,” was relieved that her piano had found a worthy family to receive it. In the spirit of celebration she wrote a lovely letter to all of us the following day.
   “I am so happy to the see the piano move on to individuals that will appreciate it. I, like you all value the quality and history of musical instruments. The stories that piano could tell!

   “Shirley, Thank you for your assistance with the sale. How wonderful that there are people like you who enable the right instruments to be connected to the right people. 

  “And thank you, Marcus for being willing to see the cosmetic potential of the piano. I can picture what it will look like once you are done with your care and efforts to restore it.”

                                                                  ***

  My refocused my attention on the 1939 Howard grand piano that made a magnificent photographic appearance on a Craig’s List/Fresno posting. Sharon had already stumbled upon it when combing through ads listing “Musical Instruments.” Uncannily, our e-mails of excitement about this piano had crossed paths. It was selling for $1,495 and being offered by “the piano lady of Oakhurst,” a seemingly eccentric woman who had moved the piano to Fresno from its prior home in the mountains. 
    Its photo image revealed an instrument with original ivory keys and a lovely mahogany finish. I conjectured that its tone would at least approximate that of the Howard upright that I had recently played and help pass into the appreciative hands of Marcus and his brood. Sometimes I would imagine myself taking possession of a finer instrument like this newly advertised grand, against my own free will, though I was absolutely unable to afford any more pianos. My living room had barely accommodated a Steinway grand and upright, as well as two Casio keyboards so it was beginning to look like a piano showroom. In truth, Sharon deserved to own this Howard piano if it lived up to its sterling reputation.

  The day before I was scheduled to see the piano, she had written:
 “Wow, I would most certainly consider this piano if it turns out to be something that you would recommend. It looks so beautiful from the photos.”
   I received another communication from her a few hours later.
   “I just spoke with my husband (he had brought the Craig’s List posting to my attention this morning) and he suggested that I let you know that we are ready to make an offer on this instrument right away, if you give us the ‘go ahead.’ “
   I felt a creeping crescendo of anticipation that could easily backfire if the piano did not pan out as a repository of resonance. In that event we both would be headed for a manic depressive plunge!
   Sharon had entrusted me with the decision-making concerning the piano because she was unable to take time off from work to join me.
 The plan was that I would meet her at the Fresno Ag parking lot near her place of employment during the lunch hour at which time she would deposit $1800 in cash into my purse. She told me that she’d add in a few hundred extra in case another buyer seriously vied for the piano. She thought it would give me some wiggle room in negotiations with the seller.
**
  The parking lot was vast. Not having met Sharon, and having had only a brief association with her through our telephone conversations and e-mailing, I would not have an easy time locating her among strangers traversing a bustling area that was in a dubious part of town.
  “Look for a tall, mid forties, red head,” she said. 
  “I’m short, brown haired, and drive a beat up, blue Caravan,” I replied.
 The scene at the Ag Hardware parking lot was straight out of a Sopranos episode. I was tentatively edging my van forward, looking for a tall woman with red hair. She was simultaneously trying to find a diminutive, brunette in the din of the afternoon. I could have kicked myself for not telling her that I’d be carrying a turquoise colored zippered bag that would draw her immediate attention.
  I tentatively stepped out of my van, judiciously eyeing my surroundings, and headed for the store entrance that provided some needed shade. It was at least 105 degrees! 
 I figured that Sharon could spot me more readily if I was standing under the awning at the front of the lot.
  Holding the conspicuous soft turquoise purse in my hands, I looked like a potential drug dealer making a drop so I was worried that a patrolman might pull up and question me because I looked and felt  guilty standing there holding the bag. Having this concern, I walked over to the middle of the parking lot, jiggling my car keys in my left hand to appear as if I was routinely heading over to my parked car. I frequently glanced behind me, to check if I was being shadowed by a thug who’d grab the money and run, or by a cop who’d apprehend me for suspicious activity. At that very instant, in the nick of time, a tall, attractive red head approached me with a wad of cash and deposited it silently into my purse. Mission accomplished!!

  We both knew instinctually, that we had no time to chat because if we lingered, it might have attracted law enforcement officials bent on to making a drug bust. This particular area of Blackstone Avenue was a hub for cruising prostitutes, pimps, and drug dealers. We had to get our butts out of there as quickly as possible!
***
   Within a few hours of our high stakes parking lot encounter, I was surprised to see Sharon’s parked car in front of my house. She had just received permission from her boss to leave work early for personal business. What a good turn of events, I thought, as I handed over the $1800 in cash to its rightful owner—it was reverse cash drop in an upscale part of town.
   We promptly drove up to a Spanish style, two-story house shortly before 4:30 p.m. finding no other cars parked in front of it. Luckily, another buyer had not materialized! This jumpstart opportunity could well be the harbinger of good fortune.
   The eccentric Piano Lady of Oakhurst was nowhere to be seen. Instead her grandson, in his 20s represented her and greeted us in a polite way. The piano, in living color, and the featured attraction of a large room with a vaulted ceiling, did not look as appealing as it had on Craig’s List. It was smaller in dimension with a lackluster finish.
   As I ran my fingers over it, there was no resonance or personality springing from its core. In fact I had discovered numerous notes that when struck produced more than one tone. Upon further investigation I found some twisted, unaligned hammers that may have been the cause of the problem. Going over 88 keys with a fine tooth comb, I had readily decided that this Howard grand piano had little value as a musical instrument and I could see by Sharon’s painful expression that she agreed with me.
   We lingered in front of the decorative two-story home and shared our mutual unhappiness. 
  “It’s okay,” she said. “I very much enjoyed meeting you even though I’m disappointed that the piano didn’t turn out to be what we had hoped for, but I’m not going to get discouraged. I just know the right piano is out there, but we may have to search for a while.”
  She had the patience of angel along with good intuition. It would not be long before she stumbled upon the piano of her dreams.
“I Love my Wurly!”

   As fate would have it, Sharon Kendall found her musical treasure right in her own back yard as the song goes.

   She called me within a week of our heartfelt disappointment with the 1939 Howard grand to tell me that she had stumbled upon an ad for an older Wurlitzer piano that had been placed in her local newspaper.

  The exact age of the piano was not clear, but its approximate 60’s vintage excited my interest. The older Wurlitzer consoles of this era enjoyed a fine reputation.

  Sharon promptly set up a time for both of us to see the piano. I preferred that that she drive me to the location because I had a propensity to get lost in unfamiliar territory. This had been a problem that dated to my elementary school days when I repeatedly failed map reading exams. I didn’t know north from south, east from west, so I could end up homeless on the open road. To the contrary, I knew the geography of the piano in my sleep and I would never get lost among a maze of 24 scales in the major and minor keys.

  Sharon successfully contacted the seller who was located just around the corner from her and set up an appointment for a Saturday morning. She agreed to drive me and her husband to the two story framed abode in the old, downtown section of Lemoore that housed the console.
  Dave, Sharon’s husband greeted me warmly. He had a cherubic face and warm hearted nature. I could tell instantly. On the last lap of acquiring an elementary Ed. Teaching credential, he had looked forward to a mid-life change of occupation. Previously he had owned a private plane repair business and now he eagerly anticipated teaching second grade. It seemed like the perfect match endeavor.
  Sharon gave me a driving tour of Lemoore and its environs as we approached the old residence featuring the Wurlitzer. She told me that she had relocated to this farming community from the Bay some years ago and had two grown daughters from a previous marriage. Dave and Sharon were the parents of “Elizabeth” an unexpected mid-life blessing who filled their life with her bubbly effervescence. I had met her once, and she was precociously bright and animated.

  We were approaching a lovely wood framed house with an attractive porch. The owners, a husband and wife came out to greet us. Shortly, we were led to a lovely pecan Wurlitzer that according to the Pierce Piano Atlas dated to 1968, a good year for these pianos as I’d learned through my travels. The piano’s appearance was feminine and curvaceous, with fluted legs that gave it an antique flavor. The cabinet was very lovely and enticing.

   I was hoping that if this piano played anywhere as nicely as it looked, that we’d certainly have a winner for Sharon and her family.

   The tone that emanated from this fragile console was remarkably good. I could feel the “ping” from one register to another, and the bass was particularly defined for such a small piano standing just 42 inches from the ground. In some ways it resembled the Knight piano in its total projection though this Wurlitzer was not as bright sounding. I studied every register in detail and tapped out each note at different dynamic levels. I found a few lazy hammers that could be easily adjusted, but I wanted York to double on my opinion just to be safe.

  Uncannily, he was just around the corner tinkering with a large grand, and agreed to take a break and scoot over to test out this diminutive piano.
 The arrival of York was always a trip!

 “So where’s that there, Wurlitzer?” He seemed lost in the expansive house. 

“Oh I sees it,” he said. A cat jumped across the room distracting him for a moment. Then it perched itself atop the Wurlitzer.

 Given this cue from the prancing animal, York couldn’t resist telling one of his long-winded stories, but first he paused to introduce himself, tipping his cap in Sharon’s direction.

“Hey I gotta story ‘bout a cat that will make yer hair stand up.” We huddled around the piano waiting with bated breath to hear it. Sharon, her husband and I were all ears.
  “Well I was tunin’ this big grand piana in a nice part of Fresno,” he says, “and there was a cat that liked to jump up into it and make herself comfy, an’ all that. So the owners decided one day ta’ put a little pillow inside it with some cat nip. Well before ya could say ‘Jack Robinson,’ the cat got caught under the lid of the piana because the owners dun went away to Carmel fer the weekend and forgots that they closed it up. Now the maid came out there on a Monday mornin’ and seein’ no sign of the cat, but smellin’ somethin’ funny comin’ from that there piana, she opened it up and see’d a hairless cat that looked like it had went through a thrasher!. Now that there animal didn’t even have an eyebrow left but it was alive and kickin.’ So she dun seen poop and pee all over the inside of the piano, cause there’s no restrooms fer cats in there, and that there maid just didn’t know what to do. So she phoned the owners and told ‘em what happened. First thing they said is, ‘call York, he can fix anythin’!!’ Well, I gots to the place real quick and starts to do my work. I cleaned up the insides of the piana, and dun tore out all the cat hair that was twisted around the strings and hammers, and then I had to do a lot of damper stem and felt replacement. What a mess! It cost ‘em people at least $600 fer what the cat had did!”

  Sharon and I were no longer amused by York’s prolonged story-telling because we needed him to focus on the piano once and for all and not waste our precious time.

  At this point the cat that was perched on the piano had scampered off in fright to the kitchen making it easier for York to dismantle the Wurlitzer and check out its assembly.

  “Oh, wow, this is a nice piana,” he said, “with a damn good looking set a’ hammers. Here, let me take my soft cloth and clean ‘em up. Well it’s been played a bit, but not much,” he said. “Still has plenty of felt on ’em. Now let me check the response on ‘em. Ah, yeah, I can see some lazy hammers in there, but it’s not a problem ‘cause I can fix anything that needs fixing.'” How many times had I heard this same chant before!
  “It’s got a nice ping to it,” I said as I ran my fingers over a string of notes.

  “Yes sirree, it’s gotta a nice ring to it and alls it needs is a few adjustments here and there and an ace tunin.’ “

  “Hey, Mr. York,” I said, “Sharon and I need to have a private conversation about making a bid on the piano. It’s definitely time to talk business.”
  We huddled in the porch area and discussed strategy. The asking price was “$750” so I advised Sharon to offer the seller, “$550” for it, not a penny more.
  Sharon felt that she needed some space and a little time before she spoke to the sellers. The wife was a school teacher and the husband a pilot. They and their two children were about to relocate to Louisville, Kentucky because dad had a new job flying planes for the military. Obviously they were in a crunch to sell the piano because they couldn’t take it with them. That imminent circumstance definitely favored the buyer.
  In a short time, Sharon had clinched the deal and emerged from her negotiations with a huge smile on her face!
 “There’s cause for celebration, she exclaimed. For a bargain price she had acquired her first dream piano! “I love my Wurly,” she screamed!
 We all drove away feeling an ecstasy that owners of “new” pianos would appreciate. Sharon could hardly wait for her Wurly to arrive at her house and I was delighted that I had something to do with all this rejoicing! 
  .

PAGE  
3

