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Before the Egg Floated, I Learned to Look

When our science teacher assigned the floating—egg—in—salt-water experiment, I
thought, how hard can it be: egg, salt, water — everybody knows how to look. I am
always fast at experiments. Materials on the table, water in the cup, egg dropped in,
egg sitting at the bottom. I picked up my pen ready to write experiment complete. But
the teacher had said keep a record, and when I opened my notebook, my pen tip froze
on the page. What would I write? All I knew was that the egg sank. How did it sink —
lying flat or standing up? Was there undissolved salt on the bottom? I could not
answer any of it. That was when I realized that what I called looking had only ever

been one quick glance.
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I lifted the cup and brought my face close. The egg lay on its side at the
bottom, covered with a layer of tiny bubbles, tiny as scattered sesame seeds. I had
never known an egg could bubble. I wrote it down: egg at bottom, lying flat, small
bubbles on the shell. After that one line, I suddenly felt this notebook was useful.

It forced my eyes to stay on the cup and would not let me glance and leave.

After that I learned my lesson. One spoonful of salt, then stop and wait. The
first spoonful sank to the bottom like white sand. I stirred until the water went
cloudy and the salt vanished — the egg did not move. I started recording the time
too: 4:05, one spoonful, no change. Second spoonful, still no change. Writing the
words no change made me a little impatient. But then I thought: no change is also a

kind of change, and an empty line in the notebook is still evidence.

The change came between the fourth spoonful and the fifth. After the fourth
dissolved, one end of the egg slowly lifted, like a sleeping person turning over. I
held my breath and watched. It stood up, still on the bottom, not moving yet. Line by
line I recorded: egg upright, off the bottom a little, now a little more. With the
fifth spoonful it truly rose, moving so slowly it seemed afraid to be seen. It paused
in the middle of the cup. I counted to three, and it climbed again, its top breaking
the surface with a little yellow cap.

I stared at that yellow cap for a long time, and it hit me that what this
experiment really gave me was not the five words the egg floats. Everybody knows an
egg can float. But the half centimeter when it turned over, the sesame—seed bubbles
on its shell, that moment between the fourth and fifth spoonfuls — if I had not
written them down, they would have passed for nothing, and I would never in my life
have known an egg can turn over. A record is not homework for the teacher. It is

evidence I keep for myself that I truly saw.

My habit of looking has changed now. A glance used to count as seeing; now I stay
ten seconds longer and hunt for the second thing. When I watch clouds I check whether
they moved; when I watch a mung bean sprout I measure how many millimeters it grew.
My mom says everything I say lately is numbers. But I think if you can say the
number, only then have you really seen. One experiment, one notebook, a layer of
sesame—seed bubbles: this experiment took my glance-only eyes and taught them

something new. That is my biggest lesson from it.
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