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The Day the Ping—Pong Ball Floated Up

The party plan was handed by our homeroom teacher to the class committee, and the
committee assigned game stalls to each group. Our group of four split the stalls, and
the ping—pong—ball-over—cups game landed on me because I said I had a ping—pong ball
at home and the others didn’t. The moment I said it I regretted it — the ball was

sorted, but the rules weren’ t.
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I worked out the rules at home that evening. The plan was standard: a row of
paper cups filled with water, the ball in the first cup, blow it from cup to cup,
clear them all to win. My mom said it was a simple game. I said if it’s simple nobody
will play it. I set eight cups on the table, poured water, placed the ball, took a
deep breath and blew — the water stayed, the ball stayed, and the water in all eight
cups sloshed into a row of little waves; the end cup overflowed straight onto my
workbook. My mom came rushing out of the kitchen while I stood by the table holding
the ping—pong ball like a kid in time—out.

The next day I revised the plan. Cups only half full, wider gaps between them,
two pencils standing before the first cup as a blow—from—here line — you must blow
from behind it. Testing that night, the ball hopped from cup one to cup two with a
small splash, acceptable. I got stuck at the fifth cup: the ball jammed on the rim,
spinning in place no matter how I blew. I used a ruler to press the fifth cup down a
bit so the two rims touched, and the ball rolled across with one puff. I ran the
whole row three more times, cleared all three, and only then wrote it into the plan
sheet. In the rules column I wrote: half a cup of water, eight cups, blow from behind
the line, clear all for first prize. My mom glanced at it and said you wrote it like
an instruction manual. I said that’s exactly what it needs to be, or we can’t explain

it on the day.

At noon on activity day, back-row desks were pushed together into my stall. Eight
cups in a line, water filled just below the pattern band on each cup, the line
pencils taped to the desk with tape I cut that morning — crooked, but it stuck. The
queue was longer than I expected. Most players were third grade and up, with some
little ones who couldn’t reach the desk, so I slid the near cups down to a height

where they could lean over and blow.

I noticed a first—grade boy when he joined my line — he was clutching his game
ticket so hard it wrinkled. He leaned behind the line; his first puff was too fierce
and the ball flew out onto the desk. I put it back in the first cup and told him to
go again — the rules said nothing about retries, so I made one up: if it flies out
you stop, put it back, and keep blowing. His second puff was gentle. The ball cleared
cup two, three, four, faster and faster, then the fifth cup — the one I had pressed
down — and it rolled across smoothly. At cup seven he paused, the ball circling the
rim, and the crowd started shouting: blow left, blow left! He blew left; it dropped
in. Cup eight: the ball fell in with a small splash, and the classroom erupted. The
boy jumped; the sister beside him shouted louder than he did.

At the prize exchange he drew first prize — a box of twelve watercolor pens. He
ran off holding them up, game ticket still in his fist, wrinkles deeper now. I stood
behind my own stall, wiping two wet streaks off the desk edge with my palms. When we

closed up in the afternoon, half the water remained in the eight cups, and the tape
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on the pencils had curled. I peeled the plan sheet off the stall; the ink in the
rules column had bled a little from the splashes, but the three words for half a cup

of water were still clear.
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