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Drop an ice cube into a glass of water and it floats. The sight is so ordinary that it is easy to
miss how strange it is. Almost every other solid substance sinks in its own liquid, because

cooling normally packs molecules closer together.

Water behaves differently. Its molecules pull on one another through weak bonds, and when
water freezes those bonds lock every molecule into a fixed, open pattern. The pattern
contains empty space. The same number of molecules therefore occupies more room as ice

than as liquid water, which makes ice less dense, and less dense things float.

The consequences reach a long way beyond the glass. When a lake freezes, the ice forms a lid
on the surface and insulates the water underneath it. Fish, insects and plants survive the
winter in that shelter. If ice sank instead, a lake would freeze from the bottom upward, season

after season, and far less would live through the cold.

It is worth remembering that a familiar thing is not necessarily a typical one. Sometimes it is

an exception, and sometimes a great deal depends on it.
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