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His own performing ensemble became a kaleidoscope of ethnicities and backgrounds.

One parent spoke of the utter, attentive respect he would show the youngest children.

The mothers and fathers of first-time students would watch — perplexed, amazed — as
Desio sometimes taught an entire class without saying a word. He'd start moving with a
certain cadence, a discernible repetition. Pairs of clattering feet did the same. If he added a
brush, so did they. Then the music would change. He'd start clapping, then stop after three
counts. So did they.

"I probably do it that way to not get too involved with describing things," he said a few years
ago, "but to try to sharpen a student's visual skills — to be able to look at something and
duplicate it, or listen to something and duplicate it."

Later in the class, he'd often spread out string instruments, drums, castanets, blocks and keyboards and let the children
discover musicality.

When his students approached adolescence — and developed attitude — Desio readied for war. His patience grew short,
his demands long. But he was fighting for them, to get them to the other side as gifted dancers and responsible adults.

"I won't give them an inch," he said, especially if they wanted to join his company, the Colburn Kids.

"To the girls, it's 'Knock it off with the bare midriff.' To the boys, it's 'No belts hanging off in front of your pants.' If I see a
nose ring and multiple earrings, I'm going to comment on it."

Ever the perfectionist, he'd sometimes lose his patience with me too, despite my generally solid adult behavior. But he
also treated me to stories. He'd show me the stash of tap shoes he kept for needy students and his cache of obscure
metal taps from generations ago, which he collected for his own amusement.

It was hard to imagine anything slowing down this slight, diminutive, seemingly ageless athlete.

"We never looked back," Reichlin said at the memorial. "Only present and forward."

Indeed, for many on hand, the show/ceremony could never be simply about Desio. It also had to recognize his partner in
artistry.

"He and Louise together taught me the value of hard work and rehearsal, and rehearsal, and rehearsal again," said
M'saada Nia, now a filmmaker, who hadn't put on tap shoes for seven years before rehearsing for this memorial with pals
Gina Nicholson and Myshell Curry, now a teacher at Colburn. Nia recalled how Desio would provide her with free shoes
and free lessons when she couldn't afford them.

"I have something valuable," she said, her voice breaking, looking directly at Reichlin. At that moment, she wasn't talking
about tap at all. But when the time came, so did the footwork.
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