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The Balloon Picked Up the Paper Bits

Thursday, December 2. Cloudy with light snow.

It was cold outside today, and after school I did not want to go anywhere. I just
wanted to do the paper—-picking experiment from our science homework. I set up my
materials on the living room table: one balloon, some old newspapers, a plastic
ruler, and the chunky sweater I was already wearing. Not many materials, and I
counted them twice, afraid that missing one thing would ruin it. I tore the newspaper
myself into pieces the size of a fingernail and piled them in the middle of the

table, like a little heap of snow.

I blew up the balloon and tied it. First I tried the balloon without rubbing it
on anything: I brought it near the paper bits, and they lay there, not giving me a
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single bit of face. Then I rubbed the plastic ruler on my hair and tried that, but it
only picked up two pieces, and they fell right off. I started to wonder, is the book

wrong®?

So I did what the book said. I rubbed the balloon on my sweater: one time, two
times, and I counted to twenty, rubbing faster and faster until the balloon felt a
little warm. I moved it slowly toward the pile of paper, not touching, stopping one
inch above. The paper moved. First two or three pieces jumped up and stuck to the
bottom of the balloon, then whoosh, most of them jumped, as if a pair of invisible
hands were lifting them from below. I walked around holding the balloon, and the
paper walked with me; the pieces that fell jumped back up again. I spun around the
living room laughing, the balloon dragging a little train of paper behind it.

I shouted Mom out of the kitchen. She still had the spatula in her hand and asked
what was wrong. I held the balloon in front of her with a row of paper hanging under
it. I said, Mom look, the balloon is holding the paper! She said there is no such
pulling force, you must have secretly smeared paste. I said no way, watch me redo it.
I shook the paper off, rubbed the balloon twenty times on my sweater again, and
picked the paper up right in front of her eyes. Mom said oh, and believed me. I said
this is called static electricity. When the sweater and the balloon rub each other,
the balloon collects electricity, and the electricity pulls up light paper. It cannot
pull up a heavy book; I tried, and it failed.

I also found that the plastic ruler rubbed on hair works too, just weaker: ten
rubs picked up only three or four pieces. I wrote that in my diary as well. So
electricity hides in hair and in sweaters all the time, invisible, until a little

rubbing calls it out to work.

My hands were busy today, and my heart is full. Tomorrow I want to try thirty

rubs and see if it picks up even more.
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