Memories and Reflections of Dream Pianos
 The old 1929 Weber grand piano that was moth proofed by York, and had its insides meticulously scoured evoked the memory of an earlier Weber upright that I had sampled at the home of Mrs. Ann Meux.
   She was my opulent neighbor to the left who owned a modest residence in northwest Fresno. Inside her home were two unusually fine pianos that would have gone unnoticed were it not for my serendipitous knock on her door one afternoon. Mrs. Meux, well established and well born, was said to have romped in her childhood abode in downtown Fresno that had become a designated landmark, and during the turn of the century, the Meux family granddaughters would infiltrate its quarters, attired in flowing gowns and Mary Janes.
   When I inhabited my two story house in the 1970’s Mrs. Meux would sometimes bring treats for my six children at Halloween. Thereafter, she would disappear into her domicile and not be heard from for another whole year.
    One day I summoned up the nerve to knock on her door to pass her a printed program for my upcoming concert to benefit the Public Radio station, and since I knew her to be a steady and well known patron of the arts, I thought she would welcome my literature.
   
    After tapping lightly on her door, she half opened it and registered a certain discomfort upon seeing me. I guess she recalled how I once quibbled about her dog Pluto having done his business in my front yard where my small children played. At the time, I had been a bit too harsh on her when I insisted that she clean up after her pet right then and there. It humiliated her and ignited her anger. She had been insistent that Pluto would never do such a thing on my premises, despite photographic evidence to the contrary. Therefore, I could completely understand how she might not be receptive to my knocking on her door on that sultry, summer afternoon ten years following our encounter. Still, I could not accept her current reservation about me. No sooner than she had the singular opportunity to shut the door decisively in my face, I barely squeezed through it half way to afford myself a birds-eye view of what looked like a magnificent Steinway in the far reaches of the living room. A connoisseur of fine keyboard instruments, I simply had to satisfy my gnawing curiosity about this treasure. “Do you have a Steinway?” I asked her meekly. ”Yes,” she replied, rather politely.  “And when did you acquire it?”. “Well, no one’s played it in years, so I can hardly say much about it.” At this point in our conversation, I gracefully slithered through the narrow door opening and made my way to the piano bench. Mrs. Meux’s countenance had softened by now and she seemed to be more receptive to me. “I really would love to try out your piano,” I said. The Steinway’s lid was closed and the top surface was crowded with an assortment of knick knacks.  The living room, dark and sparsely furnished, provided a funereal backdrop. I pulled out the piano bench as a prelude to playing. Startled, Mrs. Meux passively watched me. On closer inspection, I beheld an aristocratic looking, ebony grand piano with antique, scrolled legs and an alligator finish, but I could not determine its true age without raising the lid. Mrs. Meux insisted that the instrument dated back to the 1920’s during Steinway’s Golden Era of piano building.
     
   In a short interval she had found a snug place for herself beside the grand, reclining on a soft, plush easy chair while I prepared for a heavenly musical encounter that would draw the two of us closer. As I sank my fingers into the ivory keys, I was engulfed with tonal resonance that kept me playing until evening.
 
    If this musical treasure had not provided enough aesthetic pleasure, I eyed still another tantalizing piano in the parlor area, right by a small kitchen. It was an upright in maple finish that had a gorgeous exterior with a filigreed rack, a full sheen, and the distinguished name “Weber” on its fallboard. 
   The ivory keys were immaculately preserved and the sound emanating from this vertical piano was nothing short of magnificent. This tall upright played like a grand with exquisite tone, touch, and external beauty that would forever haunt me.
  
    Five years later, a moving van pulled up to the curb of 1145 W. San Ramon.
At the time I raced over to the house to speak with relatives who were picking through furniture and other items. They informed me that Mrs. Meux has passed away and the pianos would soon be moved out. I knew in my heart that I must play the Steinway and Weber pianos one more time before they were taken away. I remember the buzz around me as I poured my soul into every last note.
In memory of my pet parakeet, Tykie who delighted in my first dream piano
    Tykie, had a significant attachment to my first dream piano, a Sohmer 1922 studio upright that replaced my abysmal sounding Wheezer (Weser). It was housed in my tiny bedroom in the Marble Hill housing project. From the moment I made the descent down a steep hill in the Bronx carrying a ball of fluffy feathers in a small cardboard box punched with tiny holes, I knew at age 6, that this baby budgie would soon grow into a music lover and sensitive piano playing partner.

    When Tykie arrived as a new member of our family, I had just begun taking piano lessons and eagerly anticipated my daily practicing. The tiny yellow fluffball, placed in a cage atop my Sohmer, quickly learned to squeeze through the tiny space above the metal door that released him into fanciful freedom and soaring appreciation of my music. Knowing from the start that I had to practice my elementary “John Thompson” pieces every day, he would, like clock work, perch himself on the upper treble keys and poke out a rhythmic tapping with his beak that gave my mundane five finger exercises a bit of sparkle. On occasion he would cackle as my tiny novice fingers stumbled upon wrong notes causing a dissonance he hardly approved, but when I practiced and picked out the right keys, he celebrated them with happy, affirmative nods.

    As I began to spread my wings, advancing to Burgmuller’s collection of “Twenty-Five Progressive Pieces,” infatuated with “La Chase” and “Tarentelle,” colorful character pieces with a romantic sweep, the little bird would swirl up to the ceiling and down to the piano, chirping and imitating the high pitched sections. And then he'd flutter his wings tremulously while his tiny claws grabbed onto the keys, tap-tapping their way through staccato sections of Kabelevsky’s "Children’s Pieces.”

  Over the years, Tykie's appreciation of music grew along with my advancement to the standard piano repertoire, and he fulfilled his role as my steady musical partner with grace and aplomb.

   Sometimes he would leave his home away from home, swooping up to the ceiling in fanciful flight, and then he descended back to the keyboard, in happy chirping accompaniment.

   All the while, he stood by me, singing into his old age.

   As I advanced to music of greater difficulty, playing the C Major drawing room sonata of Mozart, Tykie could no longer spread his wings enough to encompass the fancy free space of my bedroom, so he was content to settle upon my shoulder, listening attentively to miracles of great composers.

   One afternoon, without notice or drama, he slid down my arms and fell lifeless to the ground never again to serenade me or tap, tap, gently over the piano keys. To this day, I miss my fluffy feathered friend who began my musical journey with me and will forever remain in my heart through the rest of it.

***
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