Listening at Last

When I met Dr. Lewis C. Landmann, a balding Chicago dentist who has influenced my life greatly, I was smart, tough, and fifteen. I was also in trouble. I had “borrowed a neighbour’s car for a joy ride and had done a pretty good job of smashing in both it and my face. Now in my teens, I was a real mess to look at and would have to spend months and months while doctors and dentists put me back together again.


At fifteen, I guess I had never done much listening to adults. Dad had always been off bowling or golfing, so I never had to listen to him. Whenever Mom said anything, I would either interrupt or grunt and walk away. But Dr. Landmann was something else. He invited me to sit down in his big, black leather chair and relax my head on the backrest. Then, just when I thought I could close my eyes and go to sleep, he jacked my mouth open with cotton wads, plastic wedges, steel tubes, rubber hoses – anything he could lay his hands on – and started to talk. I was trapped. Over the sounds of his drill and my own heavy breathing, I could still hear that boring Dr. Landmann talk.


For the first visit or two he talked mostly about going to dental school in Seattle and about the rainy weather there. But one day he said, “I guess it wasn’t worth it, was it?” I couldn’t answer because of all the cotton wads and things, but I knew he was talking about my accident. “Ever notice this scar over my eye?” he went on. “I was in an accident when I your age.” Right then I realized that Dr. Landmann had waited all this time until he thought I was ready to listen. 


Finally having reached that point where I could listen, I learned many things from Dr. Landmann. I learned that being grownup means planning for tomorrow instead of grabbing every phoney bit of happiness today. I learned that wisdom means profiting from the mistakes of others instead of entering every possible mistake on my own ledger. But most of all I learned that satisfaction means studying hard to become a dentist so that some day when the right fool kid comes along, I can jack his mouth open with cotton wads and steel and rubber, and start talking.

