
Graduation Speech 2012 

For my Beloved Seniors on their Commencement Day, June 1, 2012: 

 

Seniors, soon-to-be graduates, I struggled through this speech.  I just couldn't get it right - 

whatever I tried wasn't quite perfect and I have three different half-written speeches.  One 

starts as a story with its first line reading, "This is a story about villains" and in the story, Maria 

has super-vision.  The second begins with a snapshot of our iClue rounds and how you'll 

probably never forget me, not because of my wit, intellect, or beauty, but for that game alone.  

The third reminisces on the time that Anthony dressed in a long blonde wig with a spaghetti 

strap tank stuffed with tissues paired with a white miniskirt calling himself Emilia in his 

baritone voice.   

 

Why do I tell you this? Well, because my dear class of 2012, I realized that it's impossible to 

create a perfect story to tell when all the characters I have to work with are fragments of 

imperfections.   

 

So as I faced this massive writer's block, I removed myself from it and had a quiet date with my 

book during one of our reflection hours on the senior trip.  The autobiography I am reading is 

entitled Orange is the new Black by Piper Kerman.  She is a former convicted criminal who had 

to serve time in a federal prison for smuggling heroin money - $10,000 cash to be exact - for a 

West African drug lord.  Talk about imperfections.  Perfect for my speech. 

 

Well, Piper gets away with it.  She puts this uncertain, foolish, irresponsible part of her early 

20s life behind.  She finds a job she loves, friends who are irreplaceable, and the love of her life.  

Everything just perfect.  That is, until there came a knock on her front door a few years later by 

two US Customs officers who say: "We are here to notify you that you've been indicted in 

federal court... on charges of drug smuggling and money laundering... If you do not appear on 

the specified date, you will be taken into custody."  

 

Long story short, Piper pleads guilty to avoid shared conspiracy charges, but while awaiting her 

sentence, they find the elusive Nigerian drug kingpin in Britain and in order to ensure she can 
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testify against him once he's brought into US custody, her sentencing gets postponed by an 

indefinite amount of time, every day, night, and year filling her with anxiety as to when she 

will have to face prison.  During this time, she finds the moments to disclose her secret to her 

family and friends.  I’d like to read you a combination of three different excerpts in which she 

writes about her family, in-laws-to-be, and friends.  She says this: 

 

Confronted with the end of my life as I knew it, I adopted my standard pose when in 

over my head and scared: I closed myself off, telling myself that I had gotten into this 

mess and it was no one’s fault but my own.  I would have to figure out a solution on my 

own. 

 

But I wasn’t in this alone – my family and my unsuspecting boyfriend [and friends] 

came along for the miserable ride. 

 

[…] 

 

What I had done was beyond [my family’s] comprehension, and I sat in my 

grandparents’ living room rigid with shame at the emergency family meeting, while 

they questioned me for hours, trying to make some sort of sense of what was happening.  

“What on earth did you do with the money?” my grandmother asked me finally, 

mystified. 

 “Well, Grandmother, I wasn’t really in it for the money,” I answered lamely. 

 “Oh, Piper, for heaven’s sake!” she snapped.  Not only was I a shame and a 

disappointment, I was an idiot too.   

 [But] she didn’t say I was an idiot.  No one actually said I was a shame or a 

disappointment either.  They didn’t have to.  I knew it.  Incredibly, my mother, my 

father, and my grandparents – all my family – said they loved me.  They were worried 

for me.  They would help me.  When I left, my grandmother hugged me hard, her tiny 

arms circling my rib cage. 
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[…] 

 

I was deeply frightened that my luck would run out with my future in-laws.  The story 

spilled out of me... not entirely coherent, but at least it was out like a splinter. [My 

fiancé’s mother] took my hand, squeezed it hard, and said, 'You were young!' The 

beautiful thing [I learned] about Larry's family was that if something minor was amiss, 

it was as if the Titanic were going down, but when a disaster struck, they were the 

people you wanted in your life raft.   

 

[…] 

 

I wrote a personal statement to the court and broke my silence with more friends and 

coworkers, asking them to write letters vouching for my character and asking the judge 

for leniency.  It was an incredibly humbling and difficult experience […].  Their 

collective response was devastating; I had steeled myself for rejection, knowing that it 

would be perfectly reasonable for someone to decline on any number of grounds.  

Instead, I was overwhelmed by kindness and concern and cried over every letter, 

whether it described my childhood, my friendships, or my work ethic.  Each person 

strived to convey what they thought was important and great about me, which flew in 

the face of how I felt: profoundly unworthy. 

 

One of my dearest friends from college, Kate, wrote this to the judge: 

 

I believe that [Piper]’s decision to enter into criminal activity was partially 

motivated by a sense that she was alone in the world and had to look out for 

herself.  Since the time that she made those decisions, her relationships with 

others have changed and deepened.  I believe that she now knows that her life is 

entwined with those of people who love her…. 
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Of course, the memoir continues with the stories of her experiences in a federal women’s 

prison where she finally serves time for her crime ten years after she commits it.  But the 

reason I wanted to share this snippet with you, my dear graduates, is not because I fear you’ll 

get involved with heroin drug lords (right…?) but is to tell you about her poignant realization 

which is this: you are not alone in this world.  Even in the darkest moments of your life when 

you feel unworthy and ashamed due to your own faults or mistakes, you are loved.  Loved by 

the parents and siblings that are in this room, here to celebrate you.  Loved by the friends and 

the fellow seniors who surround you right now with whom you laughed, with whom you 

cried, and with whom you drenched your teachers with water guns or flipped kayaks on the 

senior trip.   

 

You are imperfect, just as I am, and because of that, I cannot write that perfect story. But just as 

a blemish or a scar or a birthmark that makes us unique, our imperfect fragments make us 

whole and beautiful as long as we face them, recognize them, and live to refine them.  That 

imperfection, you see, is what gives me a story at all. 

 

At this junction in your lives where your paths will diverge into myriad directions, don’t let 

anyone tell you you’re unworthy because of a mistake you will make.  Let Humility remind you 

that she is your strongest shield against Arrogance’s lie that you’re undeserving of Love.  As 

Piper’s friend Kate wrote, know that your life is entwined with those of people who love you – 

that we’re here to let our arms embrace your rib cage and to go on the ride with you no matter 

how miserable.  Remember us.  Remember each other.  And be the friend to your new friends 

who is worth vouching for, and don’t ever let anyone devalue you, not even (or rather, 

especially) yourself. 

 

You’ve come a long way, and I am so proud of you.  We’re all so proud of you.  Get out there, 

embrace Life, because Life’s ready to embrace you. 

 

On behalf of the staff here at SIS, congratulations, Class of 2012.  You did it! 

 


