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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;

one of its legs was short, shimmed three times with folded paper triangles I made
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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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