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Once is Enough 

	 Once is enough. Since he was a little boy, Brian subconsciously chose to do only one great 
thing per year. There was no reason for him to succeed or fail consistently in the grand scheme of  
things—doing only one superb thing would suffice. While others around him strived to make 
every day count, Brian knew instinctively that this approach would not add up. He wasn’t aware 
of  this until much later in life—it was basically a childhood hunch; but he found it to be a pretty 
good working formula for some time. 

	 In the sixth grade his teacher wanted to stage an historical pageant—a yearly event—
using costumes to dramatize the time and mise en scene of  various epochs. Brian thought that this 
would be an excellent time to learn how to sew, so he asked his mom to teach him. She did and 
even told him about various qualities of  fabrics he needed. She was an excellent seamstress and a 
good teacher, and Brian knew she’d be flattered. He mowed his neighbor lawns in the summer 
and raked leaves during the early months of  autumn and used the money he earned to buy 
fabric. He mailed away for some of  the decorative embellishments and had all his materials 
together to make a splendid costume. His mother was happy, but puzzled over this new version of  
her otherwise indolent, but usually pleasant son. 

	 When he got his script, he memorized his lines and practiced the nuances of  dialogue and 
delivery. In rehearsals the teacher never had to worry about Brian and often asked him to help 
other students. He even helped them with their costumes. On the night of  the performance, 
without even trying, Brian stole the show. The audience applauded wildly, his teacher beamed, 
his classmates were astonished and his mom was so proud. By virtue of  his full effort and 
costuming, he was Caesar, Alexander the Great, Henry the VIII, Vlad the Impaler, and Gandhi. 
By the end of  the sixth grade, however, Brian had barely passed math and science and was 
accepted into junior high on probationary conditions. 

	 In the seventh grade, for a speech assignment, he chose to memorize Patrick Henry’s 
famous “Give me liberty or give me death!” speech. It was a considerable speech—almost eight 
minutes in length—but he had six weeks to learn it. Because of  his uneven academic status, his 
teacher called each week to remind Brian’s mom that the due date was fast approaching and that 
this assignment was a big grade. His mom assured the teacher that Brian would do it, but knew 
her son hadn’t even given it any thought. So to inspire him, every time Brian did something to 
annoy her, which was often, his mom would raise her voice slightly and say, “Give me liberty or 
give me death!” This, in turn, began to annoy Brian, so he started in earnest to learn the speech, 
which, in time, intrigued him.  



	 He wanted to know what Patrick Henry looked like, so he found a painting of  him in a 
textbook. He liked the whole ragged look of  this man, so he decided he would make a costume. 
But he was running out of  time, so he ditched the more elaborate costume he had in mind, 
rummaged through his father’s box of  paint rags for a few miss-matched items, and put his full 
attention to the speech. 

	 The night before the speech was due, Brian’s mom asked him to rehearse it with her. He 
knew the words, but his recitation was half-hearted. So his mom said, “Oh well, Brian. Maybe 
next year.” Of  course, Brian didn’t understand what that meant and felt vaguely insulted, so he 
went to his room and stared at the portrait of  Patrick Henry so intently that if  one could 
assemble the bits of  thought in an adolescent’s mind, one would find that this young man was 
intent on cracking this business of  liberty. He had hoped that his speech and his small frame 
cloaked in rags would be contrary enough to distill the great patriot’s evisceration of  the “illusion 
of  hope.” Brian gleaned from the speech the driving force that would make this act another great 
thing in his life. He would seek the unvarnished truth and it was no coincidence that his costume 
held some of  this nasty varnish 

	 The next morning Brian asked his teacher if  he could go last and, reluctantly, she let him. 
When it was his turn, he rolled up his father’s tattered and torn tweed pants, folded up the sleeves 
of  his long, wrinkled, oversized varnished-stained white shirt, put on his grandfather’s old soiled 
and torn brown vest, mussed up his hair, put a ketchup-stained bandana around his forehead and 
went to the front of  the class. For effect he placed a battery-lit lamp at his feet with a miss-spelled 
inscription marked on its base that read “Experiense." He began quietly: 

No man thinks more highly than I do of  the patriotism, as well as abilities, of  the very worthy gentlemen 
who have just addressed the house… 

Slowly rose in cadence: 

Should I keep back my opinions at such a time, through fear of  giving offense, I should consider myself  as 
guilty of  treason towards my country, and of  an act of  disloyalty toward the Majesty of  Heaven, which I 
revere above all earthly kings… 

Invoked the quiet rage of  the emerging beast: 

We are apt to shut our eyes against a painful truth, and listen to the song of  that siren till she transforms 
us into beasts. Is this the part of  wise men, engaged in a great and arduous struggle for liberty? 

Flailing his arms about in fevered gestures of  patriotism: 

Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace--but there is no peace. The war is actually begun! The next gale that 
sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of  resounding arms! 

He performed Patrick Henry’s speech with such passion that when it was time to give him 
liberty or give him death, he chose death, pulled a noose out of  his shirt, put it around his neck, 
yanked on it and fell on the teachers desk, clawing his way on the blotter, pulling her books, 



pencils and other accessories crashing to the floor with him as he fell. The class was speechless, 
the teacher numb.  

	 When Brian didn’t get up, the teacher rushed to his side and loosened the noose. Brian 
was not coming to. She felt his pulse and quickly sent for the nurse, who soon arrived with the 
principal. The nurse and principal leaned over to listen to his breath and Brian whispered into 
their ears: “Tell the kids that this is the price you pay for freedom.” 

	 As angry as the adults were over this part of  Brian’s performance, the teacher wisely 
acknowledged that it was an unforgettable moment in her career. While his mom was a bit 
embarrassed by Brian shenanigans, she once again beamed when he was asked to perform it in 
front of  the school without the help of  a noose. Brian agreed, but upon his famous delivery of  
those famous last words, Brian pulled out a toy derringer, stomped on a stage cap, and blew his 
brains out in front of  the assembly. The school went wild, the adults were mortified, and Brian 
barely got out of  the seventh grade. 


