‘ Put down the controller
and get up,”  heard in a
familiar contralto, “Game over,
Spy.”

When the PlayStation went dead,
I grudgingly walked over to the
garage sale dinette. “OK, fine,” I
said, kicking the chair out and
parking. “Doom can wait. What’s
our assignment?”

“Cleveland.”

“Again?”

“It’s been two years, Spy,” V-7
said as she spread out a sheaf of
MapQuest queries. “We tested the
market for female-friendliness,
with dismal results. A lot has
changed in MI in that time—and
the Cleveland market has changed
as well. Stores have closed,
opened, moved, and changed
hands. It’s still one of the densest
store clusters outside of the coasts.
But is it still as dense between the
ears? Everyone gives lip service to
the growing number of female MI
customers—how has Cleveland
responded?”

“What’s our angle this time?” |
was curious, warming to the
prospect of a market that also had
a high concentration of boutique
ice cream parlors.

“I'm a hobbyist drummer, and
I'm ready to upgrade cymbals from
the ones that came with my entry-
level kit. This isn’t about price,
though. You can't listen to cymbals
online, so the store experience is
important here. Selection matters,
but the defining trait will be how
much help I'm given.”

“So what do I do? Sit in the car
like last time?”

“No chance, slug-boy, and no
handheld games, either. You'll be
going in too, disguised as an old
guy. We're doing preliminary
research, because old guys want to
shop at MI stores too. We'll start
testing how they’re treated while
we're at it.”

“Do I have do wear a beard?” |
said, dreading a hot afternoon
covered in spirit gum and fake
hair.

“No—people might think you’re
Billy Gibbons, and that would
throw everything off. I'll be apply-
ing your disguise and providing
the wardrobe. It'll take about an
hour, and then we'’re off.”

Sam Ash, Lyndhurst

Cleveland’s Ash unit is immense,
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more than 30,000 square feet. I
think you could dump a busload of
middle schoolers in there and
never notice them. “Vee” went in
and headed toward the drum
department. I finished my East
Coast Custard double-twist cone
and decided to test my disguise in
the guitar department.

As I headed over, I was surprised
at the sparse traffic, and even more
by the piles of...keyboard thrones?
Multiple piles dotted the floor, plus
stacks of keyboard stands. It felt as
though they were trying to fill the
vast space with anything they could
muster—but I didn’t notice the sea
of guitars on stands that impressed
me the last time I was in town.

The guitar department fared
better, filled with a maze of amps.
A sales dude said “hi” and went
back to talking with two guys
noodling on guitars. Maybe it was
the khakis, I thought. I noticed a
lot of empty hooks, and a surpris-

ing amount of disarray for what
seemed to be an off-peak hour on
the floor.

I made my way into the acous-
tics, startled as I entered by my
reflection in the glass of the door.
“Dang!” I thought, “Vee made the
disguise pretty convincing!” After a
minute or two I was buttonholed by
another guy who asked if [ was
looking for something. I trumped
up a story about a graduation gift
and told him I was trying to stay
under $300. After showing me a
couple of Takamine models, he
suggested a Yamaha that was
$399—but I could save some if I
bought it foday. 1 chuckled. He
actually thought I had money.
Great disguise. Time to check on
the drummer.

Vee was in the cymbal room,
alone. “The lad said ‘hi’ to me and
went on to other things,” she said.
“I'd try to get him to answer
questions, but there isn’t anything

here I'd want if [ were our cover-
girl. 'm a little surprised.”

“Vee, don’t you think some of
these cymbals would do the trick?”

“Spy, you should know that I am
a drummer. It’s not just a dodge.
There isn’t anything I'd recom-
mend to anyone in the market for a
simple step up—and the better
cymbals are all specialized. Let’s
move on.”

Guitar Center East,
Mayfield Village
Located in view just down
Mayfield Road, GC was busier,
although it seemed the middle
schoolers had landed here. I
walked in behind Vee by a few feet,
was greeted by the Barbie in the
lookout post at the door, and
melted into the scene. Or rather, I
became invisible. People were
milling around, shredding on
guitars, and the sales staff was
(continued on page 42)
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jumping. One older manager type
waved “hi” to me as he trotted past
while being briefed about some
sort of deal closing in another
department. Other than that, it
seemed that everyone assumed I
was a parent killing time ‘til my kid
finished “wanking” on some guitar.
I stepped into the acoustic room
and blessed silence.

I was there for almost 10 min-
utes, alone with the humidifier. I
started taking guitars off the wall,
idly strumming everything from a
budget Takamine to an $1899
Martin that played miserably.
Before I nodded off, I decided to
find Vee.

She was in the cymbal room
again, waiting expectantly, because
a young woman covering the drum
department had greeted her,
pointed her to the cymbals, and
promised to be in as soon as she
finished the deal she was writing.

“She seems on the ball,” Vee told
me. “She’s handling two customers
at once, and seems pretty knowl-
edgeable. This should be interest-
ing.”

We waited, but the negotiations
were moving slowly. The GC clerk
had to stick with the customer—it
was a big ticket, probably a good
commission, and they were there
first. But Vee suddenly said, “All
right, I've waited 15 minutes. That’s
as long as you can expect an
average customer to hang just
waiting for answers to questions.
We're out of here.”

Soon I was blissed out on fudge
at Mitchell’'s HomeMade Ice
Cream while Vee sipped a rasp-
berry smoothie.

“We need to hit the one drum
shop in the market,” she said, “but
they’re way east of town and
they'’re closed already. Tomorrow
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we hit the west side before we fly
out—but I'll call them when they
open in the morning, just to see
how they handle me.”

Stebal Drums, Willowick

From the Yellow Pages ad, you
can’t miss the fact that this is a
drum shop, since DRUMS is set in
type about 35 points larger than the
store name. Vee called using her
“little girl voice” just to up the ante.
I ran to the convenience store for a
quart of Pierre’s Premium Rocky
Road to pass the time.

She was smiling as I entered the
room. “That was more like it! I got
a five-minute rundown of cymbal
brands, types, and price brackets,”
she said, enthused. “It sounds like
they even do free concerts at the
store. I want to check it out!”

You could tell she really was a
drummer—the gear-lust showed at
last. “Did they suggest any particu-
lar product?” I asked.

“The usual stuff mentioned was
from Zildjian and Sabian, all at 50
percent off list, but he told me I
should actually listen to the cym-
bals before aiming at a particular
product. He was personable,
almost old-school polite.”

“Maybe they should call it “The
Drum Shop Time Forgot,” I told
her between spoonfuls.

“Spy, this is what consumers
want. This is what drummers want.
This is what I want.”

“Maybe, but there’s no way we
can go 40 miles east and still shop
any west side stores before we hit
the airport. You’ll have to come
back on your own time.”

“All right, Mister Softee. You win
this one. Duty calls.”

Lentine’s West, Strongsville

This outlet, open less than a year,

is further from downtown Cleve-
land—and the national chains—
than the one it replaced, on the
growing south edge of the county.
It’s part of a mall complex, and
seems compact after walking
through the chains. It was small
enough that Vee just told me to
window shop.

“Pretend you're my dad and
you’d rather be in the fresh air,”
she said. Nice.

I observed a salesman (his tie
stepped him up beyond a sales
dude) greet Vee and go into a spiel.
There didn’t seem to be a lot of
drum equipment visible, but I
couldn’t get a good look around the
pianos. She emerged after about 10
minutes.

“Well?” I asked her as we headed
to the airport.

“He was knowledgeable, 1
suppose. I requested something in
a cymbal package; he offered the
Zildjian ZBT outfit, priced competi-
tively. He suggested more expen-
sive cymbals, t0o.”

“But you have reservations?”
“It’s just...well, he told me what
to buy. He didn’t suggest I listen to
the differences, or tell me any pros
or cons. He just said, ‘buy this, it’s
what everyone gets.’ It just felt like
a salesman. Zero ‘warm and fuzzy’

factor.”

“But that’s still better than some
of the others,” I reminded her.

“Yeah. I guess.”

The Sale

Vee awarded the sale to Stebal
Drums, even though we didn’t even
get in the door. She got more help
on the phone than in the other
stores combined, particularly the
sort of help one of MI's “new
consumers” is looking for. Based
on that call alone, she was ready to
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make the drive out. In the stores,
she insisted on making this a
contest of passive shopping,
because the hobbyist, the newbie,
the female, or the minority buyer
won’t necessarily jump up and
demand attention. Most are unfa-
miliar, possibly intimidated, and
even when armed with all sorts of
Web info, still looking for a person
to connect and help them. GC East
probably would have done well if
there were more help in the
department. Certainly, the female
clerk has jumped through that
hoop enough herself. Lentine’s at
least tried for the sale. The others
have no excuse, particularly when
the big chains have all but taken
over the market for this product
line. Still, a slight improvement
compared to the last visit.

What of the “old guy” experi-
ment? I'll confess I was more than a
little uncomfortable being ignored.
I'm used to my local store filled
with guys who have known me,
played in bands with me, and sold
me gear for years. It’s part of my
persona: guitarist, rock critic, MI
Spy.

So I was anxious to get the
disguise off and back to normal
when we arrived at headquarters.
The Dockers and polo shirt had
gotten a little tight from all that ice
cream, anyway. “OK, Vee, help me
get this old guy stuff off,” I asked.

“Oh Spy. That’s not really a
disguise. I just cut your hair,
cleaned you up, and put you in age-
appropriate clothes, instead of
looking like Zonker from
Doonesbury. You are an old guy. 1
believe the expression is you've
‘jumped the shark.”
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