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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

his grandparents. I have taught many children like him, and usually they are the
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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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