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Balloons, Lunch Boxes, and a Gift

At twenty to seven, before any children arrived, I was already standing on a
chair hanging streamers. I had cut them at home the night before, red and yellow. My
daughter laughed at me while I cut, saying your teachers take Children’s Day more
seriously than the students do. I did not answer; I pressed the last piece of tape

down firm before climbing down.

The Happy Children’s Day on the blackboard was written by the art teacher. I was
in charge of balloons. My cheeks ached halfway through blowing them, and Ms. Wang
from the next class handed one over across the corridor, saying give me a hand. Two

classes have shared one bundle of balloons for years, and nobody ever mentions the
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arrangement.

By seven thirty the children came in one after another. The ones at the door
stopped first, eyes round, then cried wow and rushed in to touch the streamers. A shy
one tapped a balloon and pulled her hand back, afraid it might pop. Morning reading
was canceled, and I let them sit and look at the blackboard for one minute. One child
asked, teacher, is today really our holiday. I said yes. He turned to confirm with
his deskmate, who said really, I saw the teacher blowing balloons in the office

yesterday with my own eyes.

At noon the ordered lunch boxes arrived from the canteen, delivered to the
classroom. I stood at the podium and watched them eat. The Children’s Day box had an
extra chicken drumstick, and the children gnawed the drumstick first and saved the
rice for last. The boy by the window gave his drumstick to his deskmate, saying he
did not like it; the deskmate said he did not either, and the two pushed it back and
forth until they broke it in half. I saw it and said nothing. In all these years of
teaching, a great deal of what I have learned happened in the classroom, but what

moves me most is often these silent moments.

In the afternoon came the gifts. The school bought them in bulk, backpack charms,
and I read the roster and handed them out one child at a time. When I reached Xiao
Man, she came up and did not go back. She took a folded piece of paper from her
pocket and gave it to me, saying Happy Children’ s Day, teacher. I opened it. On it
was a little figure holding a balloon, and the balloon had my surname written on it.

I tucked it into my lesson plan book.

After school I cleared the classroom. The streamers stay up for a week. I stood
on the chair to straighten a crooked balloon, and a few children who had not left
looked up at me. One said, teacher, you hang it really high. When I climbed down,

they swarmed to help me pack the leftover balloons into the box.

Before locking up I looked back. Empty classroom, streamers stirring in the
draft, the six characters on the blackboard still unwiped. After more than twenty
years of teaching, Children’ s Day has never been a holiday for me. It is standing at
the edge and watching them happy. Watch long enough and you understand that the
children’ s holiday holds a share for the teacher too. That share never appears on a

payslip, but it has always been there.
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The Last Chair in the Office

In my first year of teaching I took second grade, and Children’s Day was mine to
organize. I got to the classroom at ten to seven. The streamers would not lie flat; a
bump bulged in the middle. I peeled it off and reapplied it, and the tape took the
paint off by the blackboard. I picked at the paint with my fingernail and only made

it worse, and the more I picked, the more flustered I got.

Ms. Li arrived early, stood in the doorway watching for a while, then came in and
said you cannot pull streamers from the ends; you smooth them from the middle outward
and the bump goes away. She helped me space the balloons by alternating colors,

saying colors must alternate or they look crowded in clumps. She has taught for
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twenty years, and decorating a classroom for her is like grading homework, fast and
steady. I stood by handing her tape, and it suddenly occurred to me that the

streamers in my own childhood classrooms had all come out of hands like this.

Once the children came in, the classroom erupted. A boy took a balloon off the
wall and ran around with it. I opened my mouth to scold, remembered it was their
holiday, swallowed it, and said instead, the balloon needs to go back to the wall to

sleep. He really pressed it back onto the wall and patted it.

Watching them eat at noon was the quietest meal of my year. I sat beside the last
row, and the rule was to watch, not to police. A girl ate slowly, rice grains stuck
at the corner of her mouth, and her deskmate flicked them off one by one. The desk by
the door lined up their chicken bones in a row, comparing whose was cleanest. The
three noisiest boys in class sat together that day and ate well-behaved, as if they
had agreed among themselves not to embarrass the class. I swallowed every remark I

wanted to make. So a day without policing, and they walk steady on their own.

Before handing out gifts in the afternoon, I read the roster three times for fear
of a mistake. When I actually read it, I still got half a name wrong, reading Haohao
as Haowen. He raised his hand to correct me, the whole class laughed, and my ears
burned. When the last little boy came up, we were one gift short. I had noticed it
early and brought a spare bear charm from the office, one I bought myself just in

case. He took it and said thank you, teacher, louder than usual.

After seeing off the last child, I went back to the office for my bag. The office
was dark except for my one chair, half a roll of tape and a bundle of leftover
balloons on the desk. The veteran teacher at the next desk had left a note: nice job

decorating, next year you will be quicker.

I sat down in my chair and my legs went soft all at once. Not from tiredness, but
from a looseness I cannot name. The panic over the blackboard paint was already
forgotten. What stayed was the scolding I swallowed and the three boys eating well-
behaved. In my first year I thought the holiday belonged to the children and had
nothing to do with me. That evening I realized I was wrong. In one day I learned more

than in a month of lesson planning.

L& el e

fite el B s A, IhE B URER, TR, AREERAS 2T IRGESR ORI
WA ERAEHEM b, BRI T FEGE.

www. vv99. net



NERALR SRR 2R T, — N, sy, Zr bk, gk, #
TUHE. WA, &7 D2k, BB, kAT, Josy BTN AKERHER
BAAL, axdiss, BIOTHT 8, PARE. RAERA, 28R EREXN/ N, EITEY
Kikid %

AR, BAE A E R Sk NS, BT 2 XM PN AT ROR RS LA
KR B DB T g AN T2 TSR3, 200, /AR AR R L. B
FAbv, o, WEAIEIRITZ K. MAEB T, BURXSLLIRsEAE, RS —k. Jakm
NI, SR T

PR, 25 b BONRPRIEE, REF2i A E. R, AR N1, b
T 1, Bmidth, fCAER, T8, PN, Hosm i B TR ),
Bt b AR, RS E, RS, ST

L%, BEDE, AREIEM L. BAERRE . = HEi&R B, N
— KAL), KEBITRRAERSCR G, BRI B DR kg — B ORI A . B
A, A A EIMRF A . IMAERSGETES BRI, 2RI T, FEARKH, 2
b EIE A SRR ik 2

FACNFIRA IR, IR, Rl BSR4, AT . BRI,
BRRITO IR . a2 XA TFIER, HURAS KRR XA Hogifideni,
SRS, TP A

BT TR, AU UG A, KRR . B IR RAE T,
S REEAAEACE R M BAOL L R NI TR RS, SRR AR AR AR
JrRE B EAEAER L, MRS, A AAKEE T, WS UOR .

After the Gifts Were Handed Out

In the evening I went back to the classroom for my lesson plans, and a yellow
balloon sat on the podium, left behind by some child who picked it off the wall and
forgot to carry it out. I tied it to the corner of the podium and sat down at my desk

without leaving.

The afternoon gift scene was still before my eyes. The school gave dictionaries,
one each. I read names, children came up, I handed them over, children said thank
you. Forty—-some books took over an hour. When it was A Zhe’s turn, he came up and did
not take the dictionary first. He gave me a not—quite—standard salute, the class
applauded, and I raised my hand in return, my hand shaking a little. One dictionary

remained at the end, for Xiao Yu, who was home sick. [ meant to deliver it tomorrow.

At noon I sat at the back of the classroom during lunch. The holiday added a

dish, an extra drumstick for every child. The few who are always dawdling over their
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trays finished everything that day. One child held up his bone and asked, teacher, do
chickens have Children’s Day when they are little. I played along: they do, chickens
get one more day than you. He thought it over seriously and said then chickens are
happier than you, you only get one a year. The teacher behind me heard that and

laughed out loud.

Further back still was the morning. I arrived at six thirty and decorated with
the PE teacher. He climbed high to hang streamers while I held his chair. His
shoelace came undone, he looked down at me, the chair wobbled, and we both laughed.
The back blackboard had been finished the night before, balloons and a drum drawn on
it. My drum came out crooked. Nobody mentioned it the next day; the children only

said it looked good.

After seven, the classroom empty, the balloon puffing gently at the corner of the
podium, I remembered something. Thirty years ago, in elementary school, Children’s
Day gifts were plastic pencil boxes, and our homeroom teacher gave her own to a
classmate who had none. I did not understand then. I only thought that teacher looked
truly fine. Now I stand at the podium handing out dictionaries, and I understand at
last. Looking fine is about the face; it is about being willing to give your share

away.

I put Xiao Yu's dictionary into my bag. Tomorrow I will hand it over, and all the
way home I thought about what to write on the flyleaf. Study harder sounds like an
official notice; be happy every day is too light. What I finally wrote was: this
dictionary will stay with you, the way today s holiday stayed with you. Then it still

felt awkward, so I crossed it out and rewrote, twice, before I was satisfied.

When I locked the classroom, the yellow balloon tapped the corner of the podium
in the draft, very softly. I took it home, and the next day I hung it by the back
blackboard with a note under it: whose balloon is this. Nobody claimed it for a week.
It stayed hanging there after that, and in graduation year a student came and took it

down, without saying it was his.
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