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The Egg That Would Not Stand, and the Table I Reset

On the day of the science class, it was raining. The teacher put a raw egg on the
podium and said an egg could stand up on its end at the spring equinox. The whole
class laughed, and I did not believe it either. When my turn came, I set the egg
upright, let go with my hands, and it wobbled twice and fell. The second time it
lasted only one second. Someone below shouted: stop trying, it cannot stand. I put

the egg back on the plate, my ears burning.

After school I dropped my bag by the door, took an egg from the fridge, and kept
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trying on the dining table. It fell again. Third try, fourth try, the egg seemed
determined to defy me, tipping over at the very moment I held my breath. Angrily I
tossed it back into the fridge, thinking the teacher had lied, that standing an egg

was nothing but a trick.

Mom took the egg back. Instead of standing it, she first wiped the dining table
and then carried over the small round table from the kitchen. She said: did you
notice? The dining table has a plastic cloth, too slippery; and the egg you picked
has an unusually round end. She let me feel the shell with my fingers. The round end
had almost no spot to grip. Only then did I remember that in class I had also used

the biggest, roundest egg, while others had picked smaller ones.

We switched to a smaller egg, sprinkled a pinch of salt on the table, and pressed
the egg gently into the grains. It wobbled, then stopped. I held my breath and
counted to ten. It did not fall. Mom leaned in to look, and the two of us stared at
it like it was something remarkable. Later she shook off the salt, and the egg fell
again. She said: see, it did not stand by itself; the salt stood it up. Your failure

earlier was not because you are clumsy. It was the table and the egg causing trouble.

The next day I brought the small egg to school and stood it for eight seconds on
the podium. The teacher nodded, and the class went quiet. Nobody knew about the pinch
of salt the night before, and nobody knew how many times it had fallen first. When I
moved my hands away from the egg, what I thought was not at last I did it, but this:
every fall had been telling me one thing. Something somewhere is wrong; I just have

not seen it yet.

After that failure, my habits changed. When a math problem went wrong, I no
longer copied the correct answer neatly; I went back through the equations line by
line to find the step that broke. When I missed five words in a dictation, I wrote
them on slips and stuck them inside my pencil case, then wrote them again three days
later. They were all like that fallen egg. The place where it fell hides the reason,

and finding the reason is sturdier than winning once.

Now when I pass a fruit shop and see eggs stacked in baskets, I still think of
that rainy day and that pinch of salt. The success made me happy for one evening. The
failed experiment has stayed with me until today. It taught me not how to stand an
egg, but how, after it falls, not to walk away in a hurry, to crouch down, and to

find the reason out.
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The Little Bulb That Never Lit Up

On a weekend afternoon, my daughter spread her science class materials all over
the dining table: a battery box, a small bulb, a lamp holder, three wires with
alligator clips. The assignment was to make one small bulb light up. She worked fast,
connected the whole circuit in ten minutes, then pressed the battery box latch with

great expectation. The bulb did not light.

She thought the clips were loose, re—clipped all three, and pressed again. Still
dark. She began fiddling back and forth, her voice tightening: but everything is
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connected! On the third try she shoved the whole circuit toward me: Dad, you do it.
Your method must be wrong. Her eyes were red, tears about to fall. I opened my mouth

and swallowed the urge to wire it for her.

I said: don’t rush to try again. First, let’s be detectives for a round. She
wiped her eyes and sat down, unwilling. We started with the battery. Was it in
backwards? No, positive end out, correct. Did the battery have power? She took the
battery to the TV remote in the living room; it beeped. Power was fine. Were the
wires broken? We tested the three wires one by one on other sockets. Was the lamp
holder loose? We tightened it. Still nothing.

Only the battery box remained. I flipped the spring end over and pressed it with
my finger. The spring sank and took forever to spring back. There it was. The spring
had gone slack and could not press against the battery. The circuit looked connected,
but it was broken in the middle. My daughter’s face lit with understanding. She ran
to the kitchen for a spare battery, found a coin to pad behind the spring, and
pressed the battery tight. She said: this time stand back. I'11 do it myself.

She clipped on the last wire, her finger hovering above the latch, afraid to
press. 1 said: press. With a click, the filament glowed red, a small warm yellow
light falling on her fingertips. She carried the lamp holder around the room,
shouting that it 1lit. The bulb was an ordinary one, but in her hands it shone

brighter than any lamp.

That evening she wrote her lab report. In the failure column she wrote: first try
dark, second try dark, third try I cried. Reason: the spring in the battery box was
loose, so the current could not pass. I stood behind her reading, my heart a little
sore. The way she recorded things was nothing like mine. Our generation, after a
failed experiment, remembered only the embarrassment. Hers learned to take the

embarrassment apart and see what was inside.

Later, when she ran into trouble, she sometimes came out with a line from that
day: don’t rush to try again; be a detective first. When a piano piece went badly,
she did not hammer it from the start; she pulled out the two broken measures and
practiced them slowly. When a math homework had many errors, she first fixed the type
she got wrong most. I know the little bulb that never lit did not go dark in vain.

What it taught her was far more than the moment it lit up.
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After the Bridge Collapsed, We Learned How to Build One

I still remember the sound our bridge made when it collapsed. Not a crash, but a
light click, like snapping a dry twig. The deck sagged in the middle, two weights
plopped into the cardboard box below, and the four of us in our group stood around
the table saying nothing. The science festival preliminaries were in the next

classroom over. Our bridge never even crossed the threshold.

The judge handed the bridge back and said: take it home and look at it. We spread
the broken bridge on the table at the back of the classroom and loosely taped the
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snapped places, like bandaging a wound. Our group leader Lin Yiming circled the break
with a pencil: the deck folded right here. Zhou Rui, our deputy, flipped the

fragments over: did you notice? Our deck was just one flat sheet of paper.

That day after school, the four of us stayed and paged through the science
textbook. It said arches and triangles spread weight. Zhou Rui took a sheet of paper,
pressed its ends on the desk, and it collapsed under a push in the middle; then she
folded the same sheet into wavy pleats and pushed again. The middle domed up and
would not bend. She called us to look: a folded sheet shares the force among all its

pleats. Lin Yiming slapped the desk: that is exactly what our bridge was missing.

The next week we rebuilt. The deck became paper folded with seven pleats; between
the piers we added six triangular braces cut from stiff card, glued crooked three
times, taken apart and reglued twice. My job was holding the strips while the glue
dried. My fingers got stuck to the glue again and again; I peeled off skin to free
them. Before school ended on Friday, the new bridge was done. It was ugly, covered

with glue and pleats, like a patched—up bridge.

We set it across two stacks of books and started adding weights. One, two, five.
The deck did not move. At twelve, the body began to sink a little; we held our breath
and kept adding. Nineteen. The deck sagged into a hammock, but it did not fall. The
classroom erupted with shouting. Kids from the next group ran over and asked how we
did it. We talked about pleats and triangles, all jumbled, because every sentence in

there was paid for with the bridge that had collapsed.

Later I pressed the broken piece of the first bridge into my science notebook,
Lin Yiming’ s pencil circle still on the break. Every time I turn to that page, I
remember the silence on the day it fell, and the four evenings we stayed. We won no
prize, not one certificate, yet everything I learned came after the collapse: do not
rush to feel bad; first look closely at where it broke. That place is far more honest

than the moment of winning.

Last month our class was decorating the room and needed a paper rack for homework
books. Nobody gave orders. The four of us split the work naturally: some folded
pleats, some glued triangular braces. The rack stood firm under a full stack of
books. Zhou Rui clapped the glue off her hands and said: we have that collapsed
bridge to thank for this. We all laughed. A group that has collapsed once builds the

second time with steady hands.
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