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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

couldn’ t stand straight.
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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
Sstreamers 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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