
It was about 3:00 in the afternoon. Musical notes reverberated down a hospital hallway. I was a 
music major, and my flute teacher Diane had joined me to play for patients. Musicians for 
Healing was her idea: a volunteer group that brings live music to healthcare settings. I had 

helped turn her idea into action to fulfill an unmet need in our city. Once the inspiration, she was 
now a participant. She had begun a Debussy piece, and this was the first time I had ever heard 
her perform. The beauty, clarity, and nuance of her sound were breathtaking. She gave each 

individual note the care and consideration owed to it. Throughout our many flute lessons 
together, her leiomyosarcoma rarely left her feeling well enough to play. Today was a welcome 

exception. Despite her delicate appearance (the arms that held her flute to her lips were not 
much thicker than her instrument), she filled the ward with strong, gorgeous tones using the 

one lung she had left. 
 

Diane required all of her students to keep a notebook for recording lesson notes, assignments, 
practice time, and progress on the music we were studying. Over time, my notebook came to 

hold as much wisdom on medicine and life as it did on music. She understood what it was like to 
be sick. I understood that I wanted to be a healer. The more I studied flute with her, the more I 

inadvertently learned about what it was like to be a cancer patient, how music could enrich 
care, and how to be the type of doctor she thought all patients deserved. She was a pro at 

picking out the positive in any situation. I could play a piece in the most wretched way, and she 
would still find something to praise. She opened my eyes to a perspective that will forever 

change how I practice both music and medicine. 
 

Diane had outlived her prognosis by a decade when I began under her tutelage. She attributed 
the fact that her heart was still beating to her “stubborn Irish” heritage, but I understood that 

her unique will to live was derived from music. It was her daily goal to play her best and to help 
her music students do the same. Before I met her, music had helped her withstand 79 radiation 

treatments and 11 surgeries. At one point after the removal of a lung, she put down her 
spirometer and picked up her flute instead. The doctor had said she probably couldn’t play 

anymore, but he must not have known Diane. Even after her lung came out, whenever she could 
muster up the stamina, she played at our local cancer center. She explained, “Music boosts 

everybody up. These people are scared and need something to grasp onto, and there’s nothing 
else like music to do it.” Diane believed music had a healing power that worked on patients, 

families, and healthcare providers alike. It could take a weight off someone’s shoulders, even if 
for an instant. “All arts are healing,” she said. “Much more than people know.” 

 
It was about 3:00 in the afternoon. Musical notes reverberated down a hospital hallway. I was a 
medical student, and my flute teacher was dying. She still had enough strength to squeeze her 
hand into a bony fist around my fingers. This was her way of telling me she would fight to the 
end, even if she couldn’t say so through all of the tubes taped to her. I had once written in my 

lesson notebook, “The most important thing is to make music from the soul.” Those were 
Diane’s words, but this was the first time I fully grasped what they meant. In her hospital room, I 
poured my soul into all the repertoire that I had studied with her, fighting back tears so that my 

music wouldn’t become blurry on the page. There was probably a part of me that actually 
thought I could save her if I just played well enough or long enough. After all, this was 



“Musicians for Healing,” wasn’t it? She had been the inspiration, then a participant, and now a 
recipient. 

 
Diane passed from this world listening to her favorite flute sonata. Her friends and family asked 
me to play at her visitation service. I played the same Debussy piece that she had made sparkle 
on that first day I had heard her perform. Sometimes I still play it for other patients as part of 
Musicians for Healing. There’s a certain downward chord progression toward the end during 
which I always see her: peering over her glasses quizzically, smiling up at me, her slight frame 

hunched in her seat over a red Gatorade bottle. After the visitation, Diane’s family gave me the 
most meaningful gift I have ever received: my teacher’s flute. 

 
It was about 3:00 in the afternoon. Musical notes reverberated down a funeral home hallway. 
My flute teacher was gone. I was playing her flute, for the first time, on the day her ashes were 

laid to rest. It felt heavier than mine, but perhaps that was just the weight of losing a dear friend 
and beloved mentor. 

 
Now at 3:00 in the afternoon, I often find myself playing outdoors for Musicians for Healing 

performances at long-term care facilities and nursing homes. Residents listen from the safety of 
their rooms with their windows cracked open. Some of them even wave or dance. I imagine 
Diane’s spirit is also dancing. She lives on whenever my fellow medical students and I share 
music with others during the uncertain times of their lives, including this pandemic. At one 

assisted living facility, a staff member told us as she dabbed her damp eyes, “Things have been 
really hard lately. You’ve touched a lot of hearts today.” It reminded me how Diane believed 
that music begins where words leave off by smoothing over the places where words cannot 

reach, and how the beauty of music reminds us of the beauty of life. 
 

I always thought I was the one doing the healing whenever I played for others. I now realize that 
those experiences are just as transformative for me. Maybe life is just about giving, and through 
giving we actually receive everything we need. I find music as a way to reduce suffering for our 

patients and for ourselves. Perhaps that is the essence of healing, of doctoring. I will never 
forget the way Diane refused to relinquish her love for playing and teaching music, even as 
cancer ravaged her body. She was just one person, but she made such a difference. Her life 

lessons will always remind me of the importance of understanding patients not just as a doctor, 
but also as a human being. I want to make all my patients feel as worthy as Diane made me feel 

by always searching for the best in others, empowering people by holding space to hear their 
stories, and helping us all to look on the bright side regardless of the odds. 


