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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.
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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.

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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