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The Flag Raiser’ s Rope

Lin Hao was picked as the flag raiser. The PE teacher told him verbally after
school the day before, one sentence: tomorrow you work the rope. He practiced all
evening, tying a clothesline to his doorframe, hauling it loose—tight, loose-tight
until his palm turned red. His grandmother sat nearby shelling vegetables and asked
whether pulling that rope paid money. He said it was raising the flag. She said oh,

then asked how many cents per raise. He did not answer and went back to practicing.

At seven thirty in the morning he stood beside the base of the flagpole, his
armband pinned to the left sleeve of his uniform, the pin digging into his shoulder.
When the anthem began, his right hand eased the rope loose—-tight, and the red flag
climbed the pole, reaching the top exactly as the anthem’s last note landed - a
number he had calculated through dozens of practice rounds the night before. The wind
came, the flag’ s face snapped open above his head, and the rope’ s vibration traveled

from his palm all the way numb to his elbow. He tilted his face up to the flag, and
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in his peripheral vision thousands of students stood in squares, silent, upright.

The leaving ceremony began, and he stayed at his post by the flagpole, closest to
the crowd. When the counselor said please remove your red scarves, he heard that
rain—of-cloth sound: thousands of hands rising, thousands of scarves sliding out of
thousands of collars. The boy nearest to him finished, balled his scarf up and shoved
it into his pants pocket, then pulled it halfway back out, shook it open, and folded
it twice, clumsily. Lin Hao saw the boy’ s ears go red — the same color he had seen in
his own mirror that morning. The call-and-response started; he opened his mouth, his
voice dissolving into the wave of thousands, the flagpole humming along. In the half
second after the shouting ended, he suddenly felt the flagpole’ s shadow was longer

than usual.

On the way back to class, a female classmate borrowed his armband and wore it
around; it passed from arm to arm, everyone patting their left sleeve once, as if
touching a medal. In the afternoon came the letter. When the paper reached his hand,
Lin Hao wrote three lines: Today I raised the flag. Today I left the Pioneers. You of
three years from now, if you never become a flag raiser, don’t be sad. When he
finished, he unpinned the armband and sealed it in the envelope with the letter,
pressing the flap down three times. His deskmate asked why the armband went in too.
He said it was half of today.

He left last after school and detoured to stand by the flagpole for a while. The
base bore a patch of repaired cement, and the rope still hung from the pulley,
swaying lightly. He reached out, gripped the rope, let go, and it hissed down a
length. He remembered his grandmother’ s question about how many cents per raise and
laughed out loud. He did not know what one raise was worth. He only knew the red

marks on his palms would not fade for three days.
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