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Volcano Eruption on the Balcony

My brother is five. He was the only audience for this experiment. He squatted on
the balcony tiles, knees propped by his hands, eyes round as plates, staring at the
volcano we had spent a whole afternoon building. I held the vinegar bottle, my palm
slick with sweat. In class the experiment was shared among five of us; this time I
had built the model alone, and if it failed to erupt, there would be no one to help

me find out why.

The model started from an old cement flower pot. We turned it upside down as the
base, stood an empty yogurt cup in the middle, stuffed the space between the cup and

the pot with crumpled newspaper, then coated the outside with the putty powder left
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over from renovations. [ shaped the slope high on one side and low on the other, the
way our teacher said real volcanoes never come out symmetrical. The putty dried
slowly. I guarded it on the balcony for two hours and pressed it with my finger three
times along the way, leaving fingerprints on the slope that had to be patched over.
My brother helped by handing me tape. He handed me the wrong thing seven times, but

his attitude was serious.

Adding the baking soda was his fight to win. He scooped it from the bag: one
spoon, two, and on the fifth he spilled about half a spoon out. He looked at me
nervously. I said it is fine, the foot of the mountain is still part of the mountain.
Four drops of red food coloring went in, and the powder turned a pale pink, like lava
that had not fully woken up.

When it came to the vinegar, I had learned my lesson. I still remember the
failure in class: the vinegar must go in slowly, along the cup wall. I pressed the
bottle mouth against the rim and let a thin line of vinegar seep down. The first
second was silent. In the second second a hissing sound rose from the bottom of the
cup, like someone boiling a tiny pot of water under it. Then white foam pushed up,
carrying the pink with it, spilling over the rim and running down the putty slope. My
brother jumped to his feet and shouted: it is alive! Then he asked the one question I

had no answer ready for: big brother, where does the air inside it come from?

I could not answer. That night I went through the textbook and looked things up,
and learned that baking soda and vinegar together produce carbon dioxide; the gas
gathers inside the cup, more and more, until it pushes the foam outward. The next day
I ran a second experiment: I guided the erupted gas toward a 1it candle. The flame
leaned sideways and went out. My brother clapped. I thought he was clapping for the

volcano, but later he said he was clapping for the flame.

The assignment only asked for a video of the eruption. But the file I handed in
carried one extra photo: the instant the candle went out. Our science teacher wrote
one line back: you are asking a question even deeper than your little brother. That
is not true. He asked first, and only then did I dare to dig. With hands—on work,
once the hands start moving, the questions follow, like gas pushing foam, foam

pushing color, layer upon layer, until everything spills over the summit.
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