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The Candle That Sucked Water into the Cup

Our teacher stood half a candle in the middle of a shallow water basin and
pressed it down once. The candle leaned. She pressed it again. The water in the basin
barely covered its base, and a bright yellow flame flickered above the surface.
Someone in class whispered: are we making candle hot pot? The teacher did not smile.

She just reached under the desk and brought out a clear glass cup.

The instant the cup went down over the flame, the fire was still alive. It burned
inside a small dome of air, first straight, then tilting to one side, then struggling
back upright. I watched it shrink lower and lower until it left a thread of white

smoke on the water and went out. Right then, Xiao Sheng, sitting diagonally across
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from the teacher, shouted: the water is climbing!

It really was climbing. Water from the basin was creeping into the cup through
the seam at its rim, rising inch by inch off the bottom, stopping only when it stood
two fingers higher than the water outside. We all guessed at once. Someone said the
fire sucked the water in. Someone said the cup pushed it in. Someone else said the
candle drank it. The teacher handed me the chalk and asked me to write every guess on
the blackboard, then asked one question: look again. Did anything inside the cup get

less?

I leaned close. The cup walls were fogged with fine mist, and before the flame
died, white smoke had drifted in the air at the top. It hit me then: while the flame
burned inside the cup, there was no wind. It was burning the one pocket of air
trapped in there. When that ran out, the air was gone, and the world outside pressed
on the water, so the water moved in. [ said it out loud. The teacher nodded and added
half a sentence: the candle consumed the oxygen in the cup, what it produced
dissolved into the water, the pressure inside dropped, and it was the air pressure
outside that pushed the water in. So the cup did not suck the water up. The whole

world outside pushed it.

The bell rang and the four of us stayed, running the basin experiment again. The
second time we used a tall narrow cup, and the water climbed almost a third of the
way up. Xiao Yu said he would try it at home with a big soup bowl. I stopped him: a
soup bowl will not put out a candle, it will only ruin the soup. He thought about it

and agreed. Then he said he would use the fish tank.

On the walk home I kept watching every fire on the street. Leaves burning in a
gutter, incense candles at a doorway, the stove behind a restaurant. Before that day,
fire was just fire, and it burned, and that was that. Now I know that under every
flame, air is being eaten quietly away. Usually there is wind, a chimney, a whole
house making it up for the fire, so you cannot see it. Only for the few seconds when
a cup traps it does the truth show: fire needs to breathe, air needs its balance, and

the water has been waiting all along for the space that opens up.
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When Starch Met Iodine

The second the iodine touched the potato, a blue-black flower bloomed right on
the yellow flesh. I stood there holding the dropper, and my first feeling was not joy
but regret. That potato was for dinner. My mother called from the kitchen door: what
are you doing with the potato? I said I was running an experiment. She said your

father will have something to say about it when he cuts tomorrow s potato.

The experiment started with a steamed bun. Before dinner I broke off a small
piece of white bun and dropped on the iodine I had bought at the pharmacy. One drop:
pale yellow. Two drops: a blue—purple bruise slowly spread across the surface, as if
someone had punched the bun from behind a cloth. I wrote at once in my notebook: bun,
iodine, turns blue. Then I moved to the second item, a cabbage leaf. No blue came.
When the iodine dried it left only a faint yellow. The cabbage stayed cabbage. 1

dropped some on tap water. Nothing.

So what was the blue chasing? I made a list: bun, potato, noodles, lotus—-root

starch, sugar, salt. The first four turned blue. The last two did not. I carried the
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list to my mother, who was peeling potatoes and barely glanced at it. She said: look
at those four that changed. What are they made of? The bun is flour. The noodles are
flour. Lotus—root starch comes from the lotus root. The potato is starch too. 1
stared at the list and understood: the iodine was hunting one single thing. Powder.
Starch.

That night I opened the science book and finally saw the word: starch. The book
said iodine slips inside the rings of starch molecules, they hold each other, and the
color changes. I was not sure I truly understood, so the next morning I ran it again.
This time I used the lotus—root starch my grandmother mixes for breakfast. I stirred
a small bowl, added one drop of iodine, and the blue-black came faster than on the
potato. The whole bowl looked like spilled ink. I stirred with chopsticks; the color
stayed. I added clear water; it faded, but it stayed. I held the bowl up to the
window, and the blue-black glowed in the light like a small piece of evening sky.

My grandmother watched and said that when she had a stomachache as a girl, the
grown—ups rubbed iodine on her belly, and the skin turned bluish too. Was that the
same thing? I could not answer. I did not know whether skin holds starch. I wrote the
question in my notebook with a question mark on it. It was different from the

questions I had already answered. It was a new one 1 had bumped into on my own.

At dinner that night the potato was cut into chunks, the iodine—-stained face
peeled off, and the rest went into the wok as usual. My father said this potato
looked a little strange. My mother said: what do you expect from the potato of a kid
who does experiments? I chewed, and it struck me: what I was swallowing was exactly
the thing the iodine had been hunting all over the kitchen. My breakfast, my lunch,
my dinner, all of it was the prey. Since that day I have kept one habit. When I see a
thing, I first ask what it is made of. That question is more useful than the

experiment, because it never has a last day.
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The Needle Moved Through the Book

When the activity class began, our science teacher put only two things on the
desk: a thick textbook and a black bar magnet. He said there would be no lecture
today. We were to walk a paper clip on our own. Our group thought he was joking. The
paper clip lay in the middle of the closed textbook’ s cover. The magnet slid along
the desk beneath the book, and the clip really moved, pressing on the paper, step by
step following the magnet, as if an invisible hand were leading it from under the
book.

Xiao Yu grabbed it for a second try. He moved the magnet too fast, and the clip
could not keep up. It shivered in place and stopped. He slowed down, and the clip
walked steadily again. Our group circled that textbook, walking the clip from one end
of the cover to the other, leaving a crooked trail on the paper. It struck me then:
the book had been on top the whole time, and it had not stopped the magnetism. The
magnet never touched the clip either. Thirty pages lay between them, and they still

found each other.

The question started there. I guessed the magnet could pass through everything.
Xiao Yu disagreed, saying the magnet on his grandmother’s refrigerator cannot hold

paper through the door. We decided to test one thing at a time. First, a piece of
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stiff cardboard: clip on top, magnet below, and the clip followed. It passed. Second,
my palm. I set the clip in my open hand and moved the magnet against the underside of
my palm. The clip moved inside my hand. The feeling was strange, like something
pushing me from within my own skin, though it was clearly outside. Third, Xiao Yu's
aluminum ruler. The clip sat on the ruler, the magnet slid beneath it, and the clip
did not move at all. We swapped in a plastic ruler. Nothing. Back to the textbook,

and it moved again.

We reported our finding to the teacher: paper passes, hands pass, aluminum and
plastic do not. He did not say right or wrong. He only asked us to test one more
thing. He placed a piece of iron between the magnet and the clip. The clip stopped
He removed the iron, and the clip walked again. He said magnetism does not simply
choose to pass through things. It loves iron. When an iron plate stands in the way,
the magnetism sinks into the iron and cannot get out, like water caught by a sponge.
Paper, plastic, aluminum: magnetism passes through them without noticing. Iron is

different. Iron keeps it.

I have always remembered that movement in my palm. As the clip walked inside my
skin, I stared at my hand and understood for the first time that invisible things are
real too. Magnetism has no color, makes no sound, cannot be touched, yet it crossed
my palm to reach a paper clip, and my palm could not stop it. After school that day 1
put the bar magnet and the clip in my schoolbag. On the way home I thought: there
must be many things like that in the world. They give off no light, no sound, and
they work through everything between them. It is just that most of the time, no paper

clip is there to show them to us.
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