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To my Tía Loraine, the coolest aunt on the planet

—Oliver
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CHAPTER 1 VOLCANOES ARE HOT!
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Welcome! My name is Oliver, and I’m going to tell you all about why I wrote this book. But first, let me tell you about the time I met a real-life CAVEWOMAN. Not only that, it turns out I’m related to her!
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Here’s what happened: About a month ago, I was playing video games with Evie Howard. Evie is a good friend of mine who moved to India a few months after we started middle school. Before she moved, she and I made a book about the universe, which, if you haven’t read it, you totally should. There are a bunch of funny comics in it that Evie drew. Her dad, Dr Howard, who studies things in space, helped me write it. But now they live in India, which is super far away. We still manage to find a time to play online together, though.
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Normally, I’m not allowed to play video games before noon or late at night before bedtime, but my parents make an exception for Evie because they know I miss her. Sometimes that means I have to get up really early, because there’s a twelve-hour time difference between here and India, but I don’t mind. I hate waking up early, but for Evie (and playing video games) I’d happily wake up at the crack of dawn.
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I was playing with Evie and totally beating her at Minebuilder. Of course, if you ask her, she’ll say she was beating me, but DON’T BELIEVE HER! OK, technically, she was beating me, but I would have been winning if my internet connection wasn’t so slow.
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I keep telling my dad that we need better internet at home, but he says that helping me get a higher score on video games is pretty low on the family priority list. I told him we need to rethink our family priorities, and he actually agreed. Then he said maybe my pocket money should be lower on the list, so I backed off. Sometimes you have to quit while you’re not behind.
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Anyway, it was super early in the morning and I was playing with Evie when all of a sudden, I heard a knock at the door.
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Everyone in the house was asleep, so I wasn’t sure what to do. Evie thought I should go ask who it was, which was easy enough for her to say.
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I worked up the courage to ask, but all I heard back were some grunts.
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At first, I thought it was my dad, because he always grunts when he wakes up early. But I could tell he was still in bed upstairs since I could hear his snoring. You can hear my dad’s snoring from India, it’s so loud.
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Then I heard whoever was outside poking around in the bushes. It sounded like they were trying to find the emergency key my parents keep hidden under a fake rock. But how did they know about that?? The next thing I knew, I heard the key jiggle in the lock, and the door swung wide open. That’s when the cavewoman came into the house!
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Then the cavewoman spoke!
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It turned out to be Aunt Dee, my dad’s younger sister. I call her a cavewoman because she’s been living in a cave for the last 501 days. I’ll tell you all about why she did that, but the coolest thing to know about her is that she’s a volcanologist. That means she’s a scientist who studies…
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Volcanoes are super awesome. You know, they’re the big mountains that explode and shoot out hot lava everywhere.
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I want to tell you all about volcanoes, too, but first I should tell you about barfs. Specifically, a very special barf that happened at my school last week. In fact, it’s such a famous barf, it has its own name now. Kids at school call it
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Yes, it happened to my friend Sven. We went to lunch at the cafeteria on Wednesday and found out they were serving his favourite dessert: cherry cobbler. I like cherry cobbler just fine, but Sven really loves it. He ate his piece of cobbler, and then he begged me for mine. I gave it to him because I figured he was going to enjoy it a lot more than me.
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That’s when other kids started to notice how much he liked cobbler. Mila García gave him her cobbler, and then Yangsze Choy gave him her piece. Pretty soon, Sven had a stack of ten cherry cobblers in front of him.
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Suddenly, a crowd started to form. Nobody could believe how many cobblers Sven was eating. He just kept going and going!
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By the time he finished his ninth cobbler, he had kind of slowed down. He only had one cobbler left. All the kids wanted to see him eat it, so we started banging on the table and chanting.
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It’s never a good idea to give in to peer pressure, but from what I could tell, Sven actually wanted to eat the last piece. And he did!
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When he took that last bite, the whole place erupted in cheers.
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I’d never seen so many people excited about cherry cobbler. At this point, Sven could have gone down in our middle school’s history as a hero – but then someone noticed he wasn’t looking so good.
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Sven was managing to keep it down, until Neela Katti had a terrible idea for making him feel better.
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You can probably guess what happened next.
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It was the biggest barf anyone had ever seen.

The reason I bring this up is that eating too many cherry cobblers and barfing is a lot like what happens in a volcano.
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You see, volcanoes are what we call it when Earth barfs. You probably didn’t know the planet you’re standing on barfs, but it’s true.
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My aunt, the volcano scientist, says that volcanoes happen when a bunch of magma (that’s what you call lava before it comes out) builds up under the ground and forms a big pool. Then the weight of all the rocks on top squishes it. If the pool gets squished enough, the magma goes up and comes out the top as lava.
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Boom, volcano. And that’s exactly what happens when you barf. My aunt Dee says that sometimes the magma comes from deep inside Earth, and sometimes it comes from rocks that melt when they are hot and then mix with water.
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One cool thing about volcanoes is that not all of them are the same! Some are low and flat (shield volcanoes), others look like mountains (stratovolcanoes) or upside-down cones (cinder cones), and some are round (dome volcanoes).
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Most volcanoes are underwater, so you don’t see them. In fact, some islands, like the islands of Hawai‘i, used to be underwater volcanoes. As the lava spewed out, it cooled and turned to rock. Then more lava came out and cooled on top, making the volcano grow bigger. Eventually, each volcano grew so big it started poking out of the water and became an island.
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Some volcanoes just kind of ooze lava out. These volcanoes are more like when a baby barfs.
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One time, my baby sister barfed in the middle of dinner at a restaurant, and nobody noticed until dessert. My parents had to leave an extra big tip for the waitress that night.
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There are also different kinds of lava, depending on the rock stuff they’re made of. They have scientific names, but you can sort them the same way you sort peanut butter:
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Some volcanoes spew lava constantly, while others start and stop randomly. And some volcanoes are EXPLOSIVE. These are probably the kind of volcanoes you think about when you think of volcanoes.
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My aunt says this type of volcano happens when the magma has a lot of gas (like steam or air) in it. That makes sense because when I get gassy, things can get pretty explosive in the bathroom.
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Unfortunately, Sven’s barf was the explosive kind. He not only ate a ton of cherry cobbler, but the whole time he was washing it down with bubbly soda.
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Just imagine all that cherry cobbler and soda gas mixed together in his stomach waiting to get out, and you have a pretty good picture of why gassy magma makes for explosive volcanoes.
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Surprisingly, most of the gas in gassy magma is actually water. Water from the ocean sometimes gets mixed up in the magma and it turns to steam, which is a gas.
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Fortunately, I was standing behind Sven when his explosive barf happened, so none of the barf hit me.

[image: Image]

In a real volcano, though, not getting hit by lava doesn’t mean you’re safe. I mean, don’t get me wrong, lava is HOT. It’s melted rocks, so its temperature can be over 1,200°C, or 2,192°F. That’s 12 times hotter than boiling water (water boils at 100°C, or 212°F). If you touch lava, you’re toast. Literally.
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But my aunt says lava isn’t the most dangerous thing about volcanoes. Lava moves pretty slow, so it’s not that hard to outrun it.

[image: Image]

What you really have to worry about when a volcano explodes is all the other stuff that comes out. Sometimes a volcano will also shoot out a bunch of ash, rocks, and hot gas that flow down the side of the volcano like an avalanche. That stuff is hot (700°C) and FAST (over 193 kilometres per hour, or 120 miles per hour, which is much faster than a car going down the highway).
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So yeah, sometimes the worst thing about a volcano isn’t the stuff that oozes out. And the same is true about a barf. Sure, some kids got hit with the initial barf explosion…
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But what made the barf so epic was what came after: the SMELL.
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The barf smell made other kids barf, starting a chain reaction.
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The chain of barfs made it all the way to the entrance of the cafeteria.
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That’s when I learned that, like lava, there are also different kinds of barf:
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Back to my aunt: The reason she lived in a cave for 501 days also had to do with volcanoes. Did you know there are volcanoes in SPACE? It’s true: Earth is not the only planet out there that barfs. Scientists have seen volcanoes on Venus, Mercury, and Mars. In fact, Mars has the biggest volcano in the solar system. It’s called Olympus Mons, and it’s the same size as the state of Arizona!

There are also volcanoes on the moon. You know those dark spots you see when you look at the moon? Those are actually old pools of lava.
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My aunt says that the moon has a lot of lava tubes, which are caves made by flowing lava. She said if people ever moved to the moon, those caves would be good places to live in, because they protect you from rocks hitting the moon or killer light rays that are out in space.
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So to prove that people could live a long time in those caves, my aunt volunteered to live in a cave here on Earth for 501 days. The previous record was 500 days, so this means my aunt is now the world record holder for most cave living.
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I told her I could volunteer to be the world record holder for playing video games the longest, but she said she didn’t think that would be useful on the moon.
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I learned a lot about volcanoes from my aunt. Did you know that, at any time, there are about twenty volcanoes spewing lava somewhere on Earth? That means that right now, as you’re reading this, Earth is barfing in about twenty different places.
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I asked my aunt if she’d tell me more cool stuff like that about Earth, and she said she’d be happy to. She said there are all kinds of amazing things to learn about Earth. For example, did you know that the whole Earth jiggles like a blob whenever there’s an earthquake? Or that all the air you’re breathing right now came from a fart?
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She said she’d tell me all that and more, but first, she had to go shower. Living in a cave for 501 days had made her really stinky.
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Last week, I could totally relate. Walking away from the cafeteria mess was kind of tricky. I had to step over all that lumpy and chunky barf.
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Unfortunately, just as I was about to make it to the door, I stepped on some of the runny type of barf.
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Sven might go down in middle school history as the kid who started the most epic barf ever, but sadly, I became the kid who took a bath in it.
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