A Stringed Balloon

                It is a Tuesday afternoon in Central Park. Of course it is, the sixth bench, on the second left fork from the Park Avenue entrance on the west side by 87th Street, where Grandma Kravitz and I always come to sit and talk after school. We always do this to continue my studies. Grandma always emphasizes that it is most important that I learn everything I possibly can from everything I hear, read, and experience in life, and not just what I am taught in school.

               I am in the third grade, and though it is October fifth, and all the trees are turning, and it is 2005, and I have lots of friends at Franklin Elementary School and love New York like nothing else, Grandma says that I am really a very, very old soul, like everyone else I’ve ever met or been friends with. Our bench sessions together are more than a two way street educational experience for the two of us, because as she tells me, things are not always what they seem to be, and one always has to look deeper into things to see how and why they do what they do, and why they are what they are.

               Anyway, right now Grandma is trying to put on her makeup as we sit on the bench. I ask her why she always has to start our sitting with doing that and she tells me she is vain and decidedly ritualistic and too old to change her behaviors. We both laugh at this.

               As she puts her powder case and mirror and gloves away in her purse, a gentleman selling helium balloons comes by and offers me any selection I wish, as long as it is O.K. with grandma. He has bright sparkling dark eyes and a hugundous moustache that bounces as he talks.

               Grandma smiles, “You’re just in time, sir. Rachael, what color balloon would you like to have?”

               “The bright green one,” I respond.

               “How much are they?” asks grandma. 

               The gentleman says, “Only three dollars and fifty cents, today.”

               “Only three dollars and fifty cents, today?” Says grandma. “Well, for 2005 in New York City that’s a bargain we can’t forego. Here’s your three-fifty, sir,” she says, as she rummages through her billfold and purse for two one-dollar bills and a dollar-fifty in change.

               We both say, “Thank you,” together, to the gentleman, and he walks away slowly looking for other customers.

              Grandma asks me if I want the balloon tied to my wrist or belt loop on my skirt, or can I remember to hold onto it so it won’t take off on me?

              I tell her that for now I’d like to hold it as it feels so good. I wrap the string twice around my hand, between my fingers and thumb and around again through the clenched palm of my right hand.

             “Well, what do we talk about today, or maybe, what lesson do we have for today?” I ask Grandma.

            “Today’s lesson is what you have in your hand.”

            “You mean my balloon?”

            “Yes, your balloon. What makes it your balloon?”  

            “Because you gave it to me, when you bought it for three dollars and fifty cents, after you asked me which one I wanted?”

             “Correct. And has it always been your balloon?” 

             “I suppose so.”

             “Correct, again. What are the various parts of your balloon?”

             “Well, there’s the helium, and the rubber, and the string.”

             “Are there other parts?”

             “Well, maybe.”

             “We shall see. What do these parts do?” asks Grandma slowly.

             “Well the helium is trying to go up always, and the rubber is containing the helium in an egg shape, sort of, and the string is keeping the rubber holding the helium attached to me so it won’t leave.”

             “Do the various parts of the balloon work together or against each other? Let me re-phrase that. Do the separate parts, or the parts you’ve determined to be separate, cooperate or oppose each other?”

             “Well, the rubber tries to keep the helium in. And the helium tries to get out and up. The string holds onto the rubber, so that the rubber and the string work together against the workings of the helium.”

             “Rachael, do you ever feel like the string, or the rubber, or the helium?”

             “Well, of course I want to think I’m the helium, because freedom always seems to be a part of my wanting anything I don’t have, but there’s also a part of me that watches over whatever I’m tempted to go after, if what it is I want to go after seems stupid, foolish, or even dangerous, and wants me not to try, and that would be the string.”

             “But what is the balloon, then, really?”

             “I think it’s almost like the words that contain my ideas, or maybe my body, which contains my energy, or maybe even my habits, which contain my purposes and wants.”

             “Do the string, balloon, and helium work against each other or help each other or perhaps both?”

             “I think they silently, inwardly work together, when outwardly actually they pretend to work against each other.”

            “Give me examples of this, Rachael.”

            “The balloon man is the string, you are the helium, and I am the balloon.”

            “Are you sure?”

            “Can’t you see it?”

            “Of course I can see it.”

            “And the bench is my hand.”

            “Then what is this park?”

            “It is a boat on a river, the Earth spinning around the sun, a book in a library.”

            “And this story?”

            “Why, it’s just today.”

            “Are you sure?”

            “Un huh.”

            “Then what is tomorrow?”

            “The wind.”

            “And what was yesterday?”

            “A rose bush.”

            “Will you ever need any more lessons?”

            “Always.”

