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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

from the teacher, shouted: the water is climbing!
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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. I 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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