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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; [ 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

arrangement.
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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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