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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,
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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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