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By the Seventh Balloon

Blowing up balloons, I had assumed, was child’s play. My first evening staying
late to decorate the classroom, I opened two packs of balloons and sat on a chair by
the podium blowing them. By the seventh, my vision went dark and my temples throbbed;
I pinched the balloon’s neck, slumped on the desk, and rested. Then got up and kept
going. My cheeks went from sore to numb, and the air I blew came out shapeless, the

balloons lopsided, a few deflated ones mixed among the red like a row of students who
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couldn’ t stand straight.

The streamers came from the school, roll after roll, double-sided tape on the
back. I stood on a chair to stick them high on the walls. The first strip went
crooked; I peeled it off and redid it, but the tape lost its grip, and it curled up
whenever air moved. I switched to thumbtacks borrowed from the office, pressing them
in one by one, counting under my breath. At twenty—three my hand slipped and the tack
hit my thumb. I sucked it and paced twice around the room, making no sound — I was

the only one on the whole floor, the corridor lights half off.

For the big characters on the blackboard I sketched them out in chalk first. The
four characters for Happy June First came out crooked; I erased and rewrote, erased
three times, until that patch of board scrubbed pale and the characters looked like
they floated. Finally I stepped back to look. The room was all wrong — streamers
being streamers, balloons being balloons, each going its own way. I stood in the
middle of the room in a daze, then pushed the low desks toward the center to clear a
small open space, taped balloons to the four corners, and with air from the window

crack they swayed gently. Now it looked right.

I finished past nine, locked up, went back to the dorm, and fell straight asleep,

my dreams full of bursting balloons.

At seven—thirty the next morning I arrived early, left the door ajar, and stood
by the podium. First came footsteps in the corridor, then hushed voices; someone
shouted Teacher through the crack, then a string of giggles. The moment the door
swung open, dozens of children poured in, eyes sweeping the walls and ceiling in
unison, cheers crashing over me layer by layer. A boy spun in circles under the
streamers with his arms wide, making them tremble; a girl jumped twice reaching for a
balloon, couldn’t reach. None of them saw the streamers I had redone crookedly, none

saw the pale scrubbed patch on the board. They only saw that June First had come.

I stood at the edge of the podium with my hands behind my back, the pads of my
fingers still white where the tacks had pressed. Something in me settled softly at
that moment: so this is what teaching is — wrestling alone with an empty classroom
the night before, then watching the next morning as they take that wrestling for

granted as simple delight. The delight isn’t mine, yet it comes aimed straight at me.

After that I stayed to decorate before every June First. The balloons still made
me dizzy, the streamers still went crooked, only no more thumbtacks — the school
switched to residue—free adhesive. One year a student asked: Teacher, you decorate
like this every year, aren’t you tired? I said yes. He thought about it and said,
Then I’ 11 come early next year too. He kept his word: the next year he really came,

hauling chairs for me and blowing balloons, his cheeks puffing louder than mine.
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The Balloon on the Ceiling

I have decorated classrooms for June First since my very first year of teaching,
and this year marks another. Balloons to what size, streamers to what height, which
way the chalk border on the blackboard should curve — my hands know it all by heart.
This year, though, one detail fell outside what my hands knew.

The night before, while I blew up balloons, our class monitor helped by tying the

knots. His parents work in the south and come home only for New Year; he lives with

www. vv99. net



his grandparents. I have taught many children like him, and usually they are the
loudest rascals. This one was different — quiet, handing me balloons with careful
fingers, tying knots tighter than mine. After the eighth balloon I leaned back dizzy,
and he suddenly asked: Teacher, can a balloon be stuck to the ceiling? I said yes,

why, do you want to stick one? He said, I want to stick the biggest one.

I didn’t think much of it, handed him the biggest red balloon, and found him some
double-sided tape. He climbed onto a stool, rose on his toes, and stuck the balloon
dead center on the ceiling. Then he climbed down and looked up at it for a long time,
as if making sure it wouldn’t fall. I asked why the center. He thought and said: the
center is high — you can see it from anywhere. I said right, visible from anywhere.
He said nothing more and went on handing me the rest of the balloons, one by one,

neatly.

While I hung the streamers, he steadied the stool below. The streamer ran from
this wall to that one, sagging into an arc in the middle. I was sighting the height
when he said: Teacher, a bit higher. I said higher and it’s on the lamp tube. He
said, Just a bit higher. If it’s low I can’t reach it, that’s fine — but my
grandmother is short, and when she comes to watch the show, she has to be able to see

it too.

I froze for a beat, then moved the streamer up two finger—widths. When I looked
back at him, he was crouched on the floor gathering balloon scraps and paper bits, as
if he had said nothing at all.

The next day the children burst in, cheering as always; under the streamers the
usual ones spun in circles, jumped for balloons, competed over who could shout
loudest. The show was in the afternoon, and every parent who could come, came. His
grandmother sat in the last row, indeed short, her neck craning forward. Halfway
through the program, I noticed that whenever he wasn’t performing, he tilted his head
back to look at the red balloon on the ceiling. The balloon hung motionless; he

watched it just as motionless.

After everyone left, I tidied the classroom and looked up — the balloon was still
there. A sliver of its tape edge had curled, but it hung, unfallen. I fetched a
stool, took it down, and placed it on his desk, pressed under his Chinese textbook.
The next morning the balloon was gone from the desk, and inside the textbook was a

small white edge of double—sided tape.

Twenty years of teaching, dozens of classrooms decorated. What belongs dead
center on a ceiling had never occurred to me before this year. Now I know: for some

children, what they want isn’t the show — it’s a spot they can see just by looking

up.
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The Arc the Streamer Sags Into

This is my last June First in this classroom. Next June they graduate, I take a
new class, and someone else will decorate this room. So I blew up the balloons extra

slowly, as if to memorize each one.

Still the same two packs — red, yellow, blue. I sat on the last row of desks to

blow them, not by the podium anymore. I had sat on that podium chair for five years;
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one of its legs was short, shimmed three times with folded paper triangles I made
myself, and it fit just right. Now I sat at a student desk instead. The desk was low,
my knees against my chin, and blowing was harder — which suited me. Harder things

stick in the memory.

My hand shook as I hung the streamers. Not from fatigue. When I reached the strip
on the back wall, I remembered five years ago, when this room was first assigned to
us: bare walls, whitewash that came off on your fingers. Our first year s decorations
wouldn’ t stick; we used thumbtacks for everything, and the back wall got pricked full
of tiny holes. The wall has been repainted twice since, but the bumps remain — you
can read them by touch like Braille. This year I hung the streamer right across those

bumps, pulled straight across, like putting a scarf on that wall.

I wrote two characters on the banner above the blackboard and stopped. It was
supposed to read Celebrate June First. I wrote Celebrate, pen hovering, then changed
it to Our Last June First. Reading it afterward I found it sentimental, and erased
it. Halfway through erasing, I kept Celebrate and left the rest blank. Blank is fine
— they’ 11 understand.

The next morning I stood behind the door, waiting like teachers always do. The
door opened; they came in. Usually this is the moment of cheering. This year it was
different — the children in front spotted the blank stretch on the blackboard first,
their steps faltered, and the whole class went quiet for two seconds. In those two
seconds I stood behind the door picking at the paint on the frame. Then someone
shouted first, and the cheering exploded, louder than any year, loud in a way that
tried too hard. The rowdiest boy in class walked in without running, went to his

seat, and set his chair down gently — after wiping the seat with his sleeve first.

The program ran as planned, the games as usual, circles still spinning under the
streamers. A girl pressed a candy into my hand — a June First candy, picked out of
her kraft paper bag, its wrapper wrinkled from long carrying in a pocket. I unwrapped

and ate it. Sweet. Sweet enough to make my chest tighten.

After the crowd cleared, we stacked desks and swept up paper. In the corner I
found an uninflated balloon skin, yellow, its neck knotted — someone had blown it

halfway and given up. I put it in my pocket, alongside today s candy wrapper.

Locking up, I looked back. The streamer still sagged into its arc; the balloon on
the ceiling still swayed. Next year there will be new streamers here, new balloons,
new cheering, and someone else sitting in the last row blowing them up. I turned the
lock and handed over the key — wiping its dust off with my sleeve first. Why I did
that, I couldn’t say.
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