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The Rainbow We Blew Ourselves

That afternoon was nothing special. The wind dropped, the sun slanted in just
right, and 1lit up the open ground below our building. We stood at the edge of that
ground holding a basin of homemade bubble solution: half a basin of clean water, a
squeeze of laundry detergent, one spoon of sugar. The book said sugar makes bubbles

tougher, and we meant to test it.

We tried a straw first. The first bubble came out no bigger than a fingernail,
wobbled off the straw, and rose. Halfway up, every one of us saw it: a ring of color
turning on the bubble’s belly, pink, green, blue, flowing in small patches, as if

someone had cut a corner off a rainbow and pasted it there.

We had not painted it on, and it was no reflection from the ground. Sunlight
comes from that direction, passes through a soap film tens of times thinner than a
hair; part of the light is held back by the film, part is bounced away, the two meet,

some colors get strengthened and some cancel out, and the colors come out. We had
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just learned thin—film interference in physics class, where it was a dry paragraph in

our notes. But now it hung in midair, round and slow, visible to anyone who looked

up.

A boy of three or four came running from the slide, reaching for a bubble. He
missed; the bubble burst just before his fingertips, and droplets landed on the back
of his hand. He froze for a second, then shouted with his face tilted up: A rainbow!
The rainbow broke on my hand! His mother stood up from the bench, laughing. Then a
second child came, a third, a fourth. They did not care about films and light. They
cared only about when the next bubble would pop, and whether they could touch it
before it did.

We blew the basin empty. Whether the sugar really made the bubbles tougher, we
never counted properly; we only remember one big bubble that landed without popping,
which a little girl carefully stepped on, and regretted for a long time. That

unfinished test does not matter. There will be plenty of afternoons.

On the way home I thought: a rainbow does not have to wait for rain. A film tens
of times thinner than a hair, one afternoon with sun, that is enough. Perhaps the
most moving thing about science is that it explains beauty clearly and still leaves

beauty whole.
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