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After the Cup Spilled, the Whole Class Waited for Him to
Finish the Salt

Science class: one glass of water, one egg, one jar of salt per group. Our
group’ s salt duty went to Ma Xiaotiao, not the long—jump Ma Xiaotiao, just our Ma
Xiaotiao, whose hands were faster than anyone’s. His first spoonful went down the cup
wall; on the second he stirred so fast the water spun into a whirlpool. The egg

circled twice inside it and sank back to the bottom.

Third spoonful, fourth. Undissolved salt began piling white at the bottom. Our
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group leader Lin Xiaoyu told him to stir slower. His mouth said okay; his hands did
not listen. On the fifth he poured too hard, salt jamming between the cup wall and
the egg. He poked with a chopstick, the chopstick nudged, the glass slid half a turn
across the desk, hit the textbook, and splash, half the salt water spilled down Ma

Xiaotiao s sleeve.

The group went silent all at once. Ma Xiaotiao froze, spoon still raised, face
burning red. In normal times Lin Xiaoyu would have exploded already; the water was
creeping toward her notebook. She did not explode. She pulled out tissues and pressed
them onto the spreading water, saying: hold the water down first. The other two
members got busy too, one steadying the glass, one moving notebooks out of harm’s

way.

The teacher walked over from the podium, glanced at the soaked desk, and asked
one question: is the glass still usable? Lin Xiaoyu said yes. The teacher said: then

keep going. She turned to another group and never once mentioned the spill.

The cup had lost most of its water. Lin Xiaoyu passed the water bottle to Ma
Xiaotiao: you refill it. He refilled, hands still shaking a little. Lin Xiaoyu said:
we were at five spoonfuls, right? Keep counting. He nodded, dipped the spoon into the
salt jar, leveled it, sixth spoonful. This time he stirred extremely slowly, the

chopstick tracing circles along the bottom, one circle, two.

After the seventh spoonful, the salt at the bottom began dissolving slower. Ma
Xiaotiao’ s hand hung in midair, eyes locked on the egg, afraid to stir. Lin Xiaoyu
delivered the last spoonful of salt into the cup for him and said: you do the final
stir. His chopstick sank and traced three slow circles. The egg wobbled, lifted off
the bottom, hung in mid-water, then inched upward, inch by inch, until it broke the

surface and showed half its head.

Our group did not shout at first. The four of us circled the glass holding our
breath, and only when the egg lay steady on top did we cheer together. Other groups
heard the commotion and swarmed over. Someone asked how many spoonfuls. Ma Xiaotiao
answered before anyone else: eight, with one spill in the middle. When he said the

spill, his voice did not drop. His chest straightened instead.

While packing up, Lin Xiaoyu wrote in the failure column of the lab sheet:
spilled half the salt water. In the cause column: hands too fast. In the what-we—did
column: waited for him to finish the salt. The teacher passed by, read that line
aloud to the whole class. 1 cannot remember what the teacher said at the end of that
class. I only remember the way the class looked at Ma Xiaotiao: not laughing, not

pitying, just waiting, waiting for one person to finish adding his salt.
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