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Bubbles Are Rising in the Test Tube

I take out a test tube, transparent, like a drop of dew that has stood up. I hold
it against the light, and the light bends its waist inside. I pour in half a spoon of
clear white vinegar, add one small spoon of white baking soda, then wait, wait, wait.
First a tiny rustle at the bottom of the tube, then a louder one, and then bubbles,
bubbles, a string of bubbles, pushing and shoving, running upward, higher and higher,
popping with a snap, whispering something nobody can hear. I bend down to listen, and
another bubble bursts on my fingertip, cool and ticklish. The laughter in the
classroom bursts open too, flies out of the window, and lands on the leaves of the

locust tree on the playground. The leaves giggle and wake up the whole afternoon.

A bubble pops like a tiny door opening. Where does the little door lead? It leads
to my head full of questions. Why do vinegar and baking soda start talking when they
meet? Why does the test tube hold them without scolding them? Why do bubbles have
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round bodies and no legs, yet run so fast? Why do bubbles live less than one second,
yet still smile? The bubbles do not answer; they just pop again, one after another,
as i1f shaking their heads at me. The teacher does not answer either; she only smiles,
her eyes curved like two transparent test tubes. The laughter in the classroom is
like bubbles: one pops, and ten roll out, rolling all the way to the ringing of the
class bell.

The laughter flies out of the window, rides a beam of light, slides down the
flagpole, and falls into the flower bed. An ant looks up and asks: what are you
laughing at? The laughter answers: there are bubbles in the test tube, and the
bubbles are telling a secret. The ants cannot squeeze into the classroom, so they
send one little ant with a letter, asking when the next experiment will be. I lift
the washed test tube and say softly: tomorrow, tomorrow, the bubbles will invite you
to watch too. The wind carries the laughter back. It is still ringing in the
classroom, ringing on the rim of the dried test tube, ringing in tomorrow s vinegar

and baking soda, ringing in the counting we forget halfway through.

At night I tell my pillow about the test tube, and as I talk, another string of
bubbles rises from the pillow. The bubbles crawl into my dream, and the dream is full
of soft pops, tiny whispers, and fits of giggles. I laugh out loud in the dream and
wake myself up. Awake, I touch the test tube: cool and quiet. But I know that
tomorrow morning it will fill again with new bubbles, new questions, new laughter. 1
hold it up to the light, and the light bends its waist inside, as if making a promise

with me: see you tomorrow, see you tomorrow.
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One Test Tube, a Whole Room of Laughter

The test tubes stand in the rack, a row of transparent questions. Some hold blue
water, some hold yellow water, and one holds air that refuses to say a word. We
gather around the lab table, holding our breath, afraid to scare away the secrets
inside the tubes. The teacher pinches a small spoon, tilts her wrist gently, and the
white powder slides down, quiet as a fall of snow. Wait, wait, wait. Bubbles,
bubbles, a string of bubbles squeeze out from the bottom, round and bright, each
carrying a tiny piece of sun. When they bump into one another, they politely make
way; when they line up, they steer around the glass wall. The laughter in the
classroom pops open too, crisp and round, rolling onto the desk of the quiet boy in

the back row. He laughs as well, his shoulders shaking.

The bubbles grow tall, taller than the mouth of the tube, do a somersault, sit
still on the table, and start whispering to each other. One says: vinegar gave birth
to me. One says: baking soda gave birth to me. One says: I am the breath they sighed
when they hugged. We lean in to listen, heads pressed together, forming one big
bubble. The teacher 1lifts her phone, and with a click she photographs the bubbles,
along with more than thirty smiling faces. In the photo our eyes are wide and our
mouths form small circles, like a string of bubbles that never pop. Ever since, every
time we open this photo, the bubbles inside pop once more, and our laughter pops

along with them.

The experiment is over. The test tubes are washed and stand upside down on the
windowsill, dripping, one drop, two drops, as if replaying the bubbles from before.
The tabletop is wiped clean, yet a little laughter still clings to the corner of the
desk; touch it with a fingertip and it giggles. The vinegar and baking soda are put
back into the box, and the box laughs too, its lid trembling slightly. The test tubes
on the windowsill are empty, yet seem to still hold a string of unfinished questions.

What will the next experiment be? The bubbles have not finished their story, the
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laughter has not finished ringing, and the test tubes are already back in the rack,

lined up, waiting for us to ask the next question.

On the way home from school, I tell my schoolbag about the test tube, and its
zipper gives a little shake, as if it is laughing too. Passing the flower bed, 1
squat down and tell the ants: at the next experiment we will swap vinegar for lemon
juice, and the bubbles will love dancing even more. The ant does not answer, but it
carries a grain of rice and places it in my palm as its reply. I keep that grain of
rice in my pencil case, together with the photo. The bubbles in the photo will never
pop, and the rice in the pencil case will never sprout, and together they keep that

afternoon for me, keeping a whole room of laughter.
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The Bubbles Come Out to Look at Us

The test tube raises a string of bubbles, not leaves, not flowers, but round and
shining questions. I tap the glass wall lightly with my finger, and the bubbles jump
higher, all the way to the mouth of the tube, where they poke their heads out to look
at us. I whisper to a bubble, and it pops, turning into a wisp of laughter that hides
inside my ear. A test tube is a tiny room, and bubbles are guests who arrive
uninvited. What stories do the guests bring? The stories are all inside the bubbles:
a piece of chalk, a small spoon of white powder, a pair of wide—open eyes, and a
whole room of held breath. The stage lights shine over us, and the test tube in my

hand glows for a moment, as if borrowing back the light of that afternoon.

The bubbles come out to look at us, standing on the rim of the tube, gleaming in
the light. The boy in the back row reaches out to catch one, but his hand is too
slow; the bubble pops on his fingertip, and he laughs first, laughing until half his
arm trembles. The girl in the front row reaches out to write one down, but her pencil
is too slow; the bubble has already told its secret to the air, and she giggles while
spinning her pencil in a circle. The teacher says: do not worry, the bubbles will
come again. And they do come again, string after string, and the laughter follows,
wave after wave, washing the roof of the hall bright and stretching our shadows tall.

Even the sleepy judge in the audience opens her eyes and blinks along with us.

We recite this experiment aloud. The test tube stands on the stage, and the
bubbles stand in our hearts. When we say the word bubbles, more than thirty voices
merge into one big bubble that rolls slowly to the roof of the hall and gently
settles back on each of our heads. When we say the word laughter, the laughter
scatters, landing on our shoulders, warm as a small feather sunned in daylight. The
recitation ends; we bow and leave the stage. In my pocket there seems to be a bubble
that has not popped. It is not in a hurry. It is waiting to grow up, waiting to tell
the secret from that test tube softly, to the whole world.

As the audience leaves, the lights of the hall come on one by one. We put the
test tube back on the podium, put the vinegar and baking soda back in the box, and
give half of our laughter to the grandpa sweeping at the door. As he sweeps, a small
string of laughter rises from under his broom, like bubbles queuing to walk home with
him. I slide my hands into my pockets and touch that un—popped bubble. It is warm and
pulses gently, like a tiny heart, living on for that afternoon, and staying curious

for all of us.
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