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When Starch Met Iodine

The second the iodine touched the potato, a blue—-black flower bloomed right on
the yellow flesh. I stood there holding the dropper, and my first feeling was not joy
but regret. That potato was for dinner. My mother called from the kitchen door: what
are you doing with the potato? I said I was running an experiment. She said your

father will have something to say about it when he cuts tomorrow s potato.

The experiment started with a steamed bun. Before dinner I broke off a small
piece of white bun and dropped on the iodine I had bought at the pharmacy. One drop:
pale yellow. Two drops: a blue—purple bruise slowly spread across the surface, as if

someone had punched the bun from behind a cloth. I wrote at once in my notebook: bun,
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iodine, turns blue. Then I moved to the second item, a cabbage leaf. No blue came.
When the iodine dried it left only a faint yellow. The cabbage stayed cabbage. 1

dropped some on tap water. Nothing.

So what was the blue chasing? I made a list: bun, potato, noodles, lotus-root
starch, sugar, salt. The first four turned blue. The last two did not. I carried the
list to my mother, who was peeling potatoes and barely glanced at it. She said: look
at those four that changed. What are they made of? The bun is flour. The noodles are
flour. Lotus—root starch comes from the lotus root. The potato is starch too. I
stared at the list and understood: the iodine was hunting one single thing. Powder.
Starch.

That night I opened the science book and finally saw the word: starch. The book
said iodine slips inside the rings of starch molecules, they hold each other, and the
color changes. I was not sure I truly understood, so the next morning I ran it again.
This time I used the lotus—root starch my grandmother mixes for breakfast. I stirred
a small bowl, added one drop of iodine, and the blue—-black came faster than on the
potato. The whole bowl looked like spilled ink. I stirred with chopsticks; the color
stayed. I added clear water; it faded, but it stayed. I held the bowl up to the
window, and the blue—black glowed in the light like a small piece of evening sky.

My grandmother watched and said that when she had a stomachache as a girl, the
grown—ups rubbed iodine on her belly, and the skin turned bluish too. Was that the
same thing? I could not answer. I did not know whether skin holds starch. I wrote the
question in my notebook with a question mark on it. It was different from the

questions I had already answered. It was a new one 1 had bumped into on my own.

At dinner that night the potato was cut into chunks, the iodine-stained face
peeled off, and the rest went into the wok as usual. My father said this potato
looked a little strange. My mother said: what do you expect from the potato of a kid
who does experiments? I chewed, and it struck me: what I was swallowing was exactly
the thing the iodine had been hunting all over the kitchen. My breakfast, my lunch,
my dinner, all of it was the prey. Since that day I have kept one habit. When I see a
thing, I first ask what it is made of. That question is more useful than the

experiment, because it never has a last day.
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