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Our Last June First Under the Flag

Teachers and fellow students, good morning. Before standing here, 1 rehearsed my
script three times in the back row of the classroom, trying each time to sound
solemn. But this morning, walking through the school gate, 1 saw the row of plane
trees by the playground had grown another notch taller, and suddenly I didn’t want to
read a script. I want to have a chat with you about the childhood we are all living

inside.

What shape is childhood? I thought about it for a long time. It might be the
endless cicadas by the playground in summer — the ones we once sneaked away during
PE to find the source of, caught nothing, and ran back to our lines drenched in sweat
when the bell rang. It might be the row of pencil marks on the back wall of our
classroom, measured from first grade to sixth; the highest mark is mine, measured
last summer, with a line in pencil beside it: will grow more. It is also that spot at

the school gate every afternoon, where my mother stands and hands me a water bottle
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with the 1id already loosened. She has done this for six years and I never said thank
you. Today, in front of the whole school, I say it once: Mom, thank you for catching

every school dismissal.

I also want to thank our teachers. In fifth grade I failed a math test and
stuffed the paper into the very bottom of my backpack, thinking nobody noticed. My
math teacher never named me; she just wrote one line in my homework book: turn this
page, start again on the next. Since then nothing has ever been stuffed into the
bottom of my backpack again. Teachers, what you teach us goes far beyond the
textbook.

For us sixth—graders, this is our last Children’s Day. In two months we graduate.
Some of us can’ t bear it; some secretly thrilled. I want to say: growing up is not
throwing childhood away, it is putting childhood into your pocket. We will go to
different middle schools, raise flags in farther places, but the cicada we never
caught, the pencil marks on the wall, the loosened water bottle — all of it comes

with us. Younger students, you have many June Firsts ahead. Play well, grow well.

Finally, let us who stand under the flag remember today s wind. Right now it
blows from this side of the playground to that, blowing the flag, blowing us. We make
a promise: cherish every childhood, and grow into people we are proud to be. That’s

my speech. Thank you.
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Three Hundred Seconds on the Podium

The week before June First, I gave my speech to the bedroom mirror every evening
after homework. Our homeroom teacher sat with me through four drafts. The first was
full of grown—up phrases about flowers and gardeners; by the fourth, every line was
something that actually happened to me. She said the most important thing in a flag
speech is not beauty but truth — speak truly, and three hundred people will listen.

The ceremony was at eight sharp. I arrived at six forty and waited backstage in
the hall, clutching my script until its edges frayed. Ahead of me the fourth—grade
flag guard entered, footsteps perfectly even, and my heart beat louder than they did.
When my turn came, I climbed onto the podium — five steps, I remember clearly,
because I counted each one. Up there, the whole school below me, the sun right beside
the flag, making me squint. My voice trembled a little on the first sentence:

Teachers and fellow students, good morning. By the second sentence it steadied.

I told them about my childhood. Under our old apartment building stood a crooked
jujube tree. At five I once climbed it and couldn’t get down; my father brought a
ladder and carried me off it, and up on the ladder I hugged his neck with his laundry
detergent filling my nose. The tree is gone now, replaced by a parking lot, but every
June, the moment that detergent smell reaches me, I am back on that ladder. I said I
wanted to thank two people: my father, who kept saying it’s okay, it’s okay up on the
ladder; and my homeroom teacher, who returned my empty—worded script four times

saying rewrite it, you can find something better.

I also told them about our promise. I said to the whole school: childhood has a
term limit, none of us can make it stop, but we can make it memorable. This June
First, go do one thing you will smile about when you are grown. Climb a tree, fly a
kite, spin in circles on the playground with your best friend until you are dizzy. As
I said this from the podium, the third-graders’ section laughed first, and then the
whole playground laughed. That wasn’t heckling. That was understanding.
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The speech lasted just over three hundred seconds; I don’ t remember exactly. My
legs were still weak coming down the steps, and back in line our homeroom teacher
gave me a thumbs—up. Later a third-grade boy ran up to tell me he really was going to
fly a kite. That afternoon I folded my script into a paper airplane and launched it
from the classroom window. It didn’t fly far — it landed in the flowerbed by the

playground, turned over by the wind, face up, as if that was where it belonged.
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A Letter to Myself Twenty Years From Now

This year’ s June First flag ceremony was different from any before. Our homeroom
teacher announced that for the flag speech we would skip the rehearsed clichés: every

student in the class would write one sentence to themselves twenty years from now,
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and I would read a few chosen lines aloud to the whole school. The class erupted.
Someone asked whether the grown—-up version of them would still recognize their
handwriting; someone said if you write, write the grandest wish. When I collected the
slips there were thirty—nine, each folded differently — some into airplanes, some

into squares, one into a star.

On the morning of the ceremony I unfolded the slips on the podium. I said: fellow
students, in twenty years, among our thirty-nine, someone may be a teacher, someone
may repair airplanes, someone may be doing a job none of us has heard of yet. But
whatever you become, the words below are written to the grown—up you by the nine-
yvear—-old you. Then I read. One said: do you still hunt for cicadas in summer?
Another: don’ t forget your best friend in third grade was named Xiaohang, you once
pinky-promised. Another: I hope the you of twenty years later still helps up anyone
you see fall. When I read that line, the playground went very quiet — quiet enough

to hear the flag rustling.

I read my own slip too. Mine said: do you still remember the water—bottle lid Mom
loosened every day? If you do, go home and loosen it for her once. After reading, 1
looked toward the third—-grade section. My mother was standing in the parents’ area;
she froze for a moment, then raised her hand and waved — as if shooing something

away, or as if saying hello.

At the end of the speech I put all thirty—nine slips into a tin box, its seal
strip marked with the opening date: June First, twenty years later. The box went to
the school archive, and the class monitor signed the custody receipt. In his closing
remarks the principal said it was the shortest flag speech he had ever heard, and the

one he least wanted to interrupt.

On the walk back to class, my deskmate asked whether the us of twenty years later
would really open that box. I said I don’t know, but the writing was already finished
the moment it was done — in the second we wrote it down, the nine-year-old us had
already stood before the grown—ups and handed over childhood. Wind came across the
playground, stirring the hems of our uniforms in the line. Not a single person joked

that day. Inside, each of us had saved a letter for ourselves.
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