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00:06
I'm Tracy K. Smith, and this is the slow down.

00:22
I remember one evening, when I was eight, singing in 1980 radio hit ball splashing in the bathtub.
My mom knelt on the bathroom floor beside me. What would you like to be when you grow up?
she asked. I'm not sure what we'd been talking about. Maybe school, maybe the future. Maybe we
hadn't been talking at all. But the question had formed in her mind. And so she asked it. I don't
remember how at age eight, I envisioned my own future. I do remember sitting on the classroom
floor that same year, thinking that the world was big, that a new era signaled by the shift from
1979 to 1980, on the calendar had begun. I remembered thinking for the first time that year that I
was a person in the world. I existed. Just like the people I saw on the news, whose lives took place
so far away, I existed, and one day, I'd have a role to play a life to live. But I had no idea what that
role would be. What I'd be doing in the life I knew all of a sudden, belong to me. An answer to my
mom's question, I grabbed a profession from the air, I had been singing a song into a shampoo
bottle. And so I told her that when I grew up, I wanted to be a singer. Looking back on the
moment now affirms that my mother possessed an intrinsic comic brilliance. Because without
breaking eye contact, she led a beat pass, and then asked, What else do you want to be? I've told
this story before. I think of it often. Perhaps I remember it, because it's so different from most of
my memories of my mother, memories in which it was she who encouraged me to imagine wildly,
and to believe my dreams were within my grasp. But it's also a comfort to me that my mother
knew me, her child who couldn't carry a tune, even then, she must have understood that that
particular dream would soon fall away on its own. And so that night, in her gentle way, she
nudged me to dream better. Today's poem is voice by Corey wells. It celebrates the way a parent
can instill in their children, the quiet but potent seeds of imagination.
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03:00
Voice by Cori wells.

03:04
when she'd hand the rope to me, she could have said, Here, jump on out of my way. I've got
laundry to hang supper to cook a shirt to mend this book I want to read. she'd already taught me
Ms. Mary Mack, those silver buttons, all the other sing song rhymes. Now, she was teaching me
about metaphor, otherwise known as pretend. She could have said here. This is a snake, pretend
it wants to bite you. But she was not teaching me to fear. She could have said here find someone
to play tug of war. But she was not teaching me to require the presence of others. She could have
said here, this is how you make a noose. But she was not teaching me violence or hatred. No. My
mother handed me one end of that rope secured in a stiff knot and said here, this is a
microphone. What can you sing?

04:10
The slowdown is a production of American Public Media, in partnership with the Poetry
Foundation. To get a poem delivered to you daily, go to slow down show.org and sign up for our
newsletter. The slow down is written by me. Tracy case snip. It is produced by Jennifer Lai, with
Tracy Mumford. Our music is by Alexis quadrado. Engineering by Veronica Rodriguez and Cory
strebel. Production assistance by Brenna Everson.
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