The Pi ano Teacher

Kl eenex warni ng!!!

At the prodding of ny friends, | amwiting this story. My nane is

Ml dred Hondorf. | ama former elementary school nusic teacher from Des
Moi nes, lowa. |'ve always suppl emented ny income by teaching piano

| essons-sonething |'ve done for over 30 years. Over the years | found
that children have nmany | evels of nmusical ability.l've never had the

pl easure of having a prodi gy though I have taught sone tal ented
students. However |'ve also had ny share of what | call "rnusically
chal | enged" pupils.

One such student was Robby. Robby was 11 years old when his nother (a
single Mon) dropped himoff for his first piano | esson. | prefer that

students (especially boys!) begin at an earlier age, which | expl ained
to Robby. But Robby said that it had al ways been his nother's dreamto
hear himplay the piano. So I took himas a student. Well, Robby began
with his piano | essons and fromthe beginning | thought it was a

hopel ess endeavor. As nmuch as Robby tried, he | acked the sense of tone
and basic rhythm needed to excel. But he dutifully reviewed his scal es
and sonme el enentary pieces that | require all ny students to |learn

Over the nonths he tried and tried while | |istened and cringed and
tried to encourage him At the end of each weekly | esson he'd al ways
say, "My nomis going to hear ne play sonmeday." But it seenmed hopel ess.
He just did not have any inborn ability. I only knew his nother froma
di stance as she dropped Robby off or waited in her aged car to pick him
up. She always waved and sniled but never stopped in.

Then one day Robby stopped coming to our |essons. | thought about
cal ling himbut assuned because of his lack of ability that he had
decided to pursue sonething else. | also was glad that he stopped

com ng. He was a bad advertisenent for my teaching!

Several weeks later | mailed to the student's hones a flyer on the
upcomng recital. To my surprise Robby (who received a flyer) asked ne
if he could be in the recital. I told himthat the recital was for
current pupils and because he had dropped out he really did not
qualify. He said that his nother had been sick and unable to take him
to piano | essons but he was still practicing. "Mss Hondorf". |'ve just
got to play!"™ he insisted. | don't know what led ne to allow himto
play in the recital.

Maybe it was his persistence or maybe it was sonething inside of nme
saying that it would be all right. The night for the recital canme. The
hi gh school gymasi um was packed with parents, friends and relatives. |
put Robby up last in the programbefore | was to conme up and thank al
the students and play a finishing piece. | thought that any damag! e he
woul d do woul d conme at the end of the programand | coul d al ways

sal vage his poor performance through ny "curtain closer.™

Wll, the recital went off without a hitch. The students had been
practicing and it showed. Then Robby cane up on stage. H's clothes were
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wrinkl ed and his hair | ooked |ike he'd run an eggbeater through it.
"Way didn't he dress up like the other students?" | thought. "Wy
didn't his nmother at |east nmake himconb his hair for this special

ni ght ?" Robby pulled out the piano bench and he began. | was surprised
when he announced that he had chosen Mozart's Concerto #21 in C Major.
I was not prepared for what | heard next. H's fingers were |ight on the
keys, they even danced ninbly on the ivories. He went from pianissino
to fortissino... fromallegro to virtuoso. H's uspended chords that
Mozart demands were magnificent! Never had | heard Mzart played so
wel | by people his age. After six and a half minutes he ended in a
grand crescendo and everyone was! on their feet in wild appl ause.

Overconme and in tears | ran up on stage and put ny arms around Robby in

joy. "l've never heard you play |ike that Robby! How d you do it?

" Through the m crophone Robby explained: "Well M ss Hondorf

renmenber | told you ny Momwas sick? Well, actually she had cancer and
passed away this nmorning. And well . . she was born deaf so tonight was
the first time she ever heard ne play. | wanted to nmake it special."

There wasn't a dry eye in the house that evening. As the people

from Soci al Services | ed Robby fromthe stage to be placed into foster
care, noticed that even their eyes were red and puffy and | thought to
nysel f how much richer ny life had been for taking Robby as ny pupil.

No, |'ve never had a prodigy but that night |I became a prodigy. . . of
Robby's. He was the teacher and | was the pupil For it is he that
taught me the neani ng of perseverance and | ove and believing in
yoursel f and naybe even taking a chance in soneone and you don't know
why. Robby was killed in the sensel ess bonbing of the Alfred P. Mirrah
Federal Building in Cklahoma City in April of 1995. And now, a footnote
to the story.

If you are thinking about forwarding this nessage, you are probably

t hi nki ng about whi ch people on your address list aren't the
"appropriate” ones to receive this type of nessage. The person who sent
this to you believes that we can all nake a difference. So many
seemngly trivial interactions between two people present us with a
choice: Do we act with conpassion or do we pass up that opportunity and
| eave the world a bit colder in the process?
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