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My Hands Shook Before I Went on Stage

In science class, after the teacher finished explaining air pressure, she asked
who would come up front and demonstrate the paper—holds—water trick. The room went
silent all at once. I had only meant to stay in my seat and clap, but the teacher
spotted my hand halfway raised and then pulled back, and said, you it is. My legs
went soft as I stood up. On the podium, the glass, the basin, and the card paper all

looked enormous.

The teacher set the basin at the edge of the podium, saying in case of spills the
water goes into the basin. I filled the glass under the pitcher, filled it too full,
and on the walk back to the podium the water kept rocking to the rim. I walked
slower, the whole class watching my steps, and those few steps felt a hundred meters
long. At the podium I laid the card on top and pressed with my index finger. When it
came time to roll my wrist, I noticed my hand was shaking — barely, but the water
rings at the glass’s edge trembled along with it. Stop shaking, I told myself, then
flipped my wrist too fast. The paper slipped, and the whole glass crashed into the
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basin, missing the teacher’ s shoes by a little.

Some in the class laughed, some gasped. My ears burned; I stood there not knowing
where to put my hands. The teacher did not scold me. She just handed me the glass
again and said try once more — scientists spilled water doing this experiment too. I
emptied the basin, refilled the glass, this time only to nine—tenths. I took a deep
breath, counted one, two, three, then pressed the paper down and held the press for a
full ten seconds, until the paper and the rim felt like one piece, and only then
turned it over slowly. During the turn I watched only the edge of the paper; as long
as the edge did not curl, I kept turning. The glass came upside down. The paper held

the water, steady. I held it up for ten seconds, then turned it back over the basin.

The whole class burst into applause, and Zhao Xiaolei in the back row shouted one
word: awesome. My legs were still soft walking off the podium, but this time it was
the happy kind of soft. Back at my desk my deskmate asked if the first failure was on
purpose. I said no — my hands shook so much I saw it myself. He asked why they did
not shake the second time. I thought a while and said: on the second try I was busy

counting one—two—three and had no time to shake.

Later I wrote in my weekly journal: this experiment taught me more than air
pressure. When your hands shake, the glass tells the truth for you; and spilling that
glass is nothing — just fill another one. The teacher once said a line I copied onto
the back of my pencil case: failure is part of the experiment. Now I think that line

sounds nice. It means the spilled glass counts as done, too.
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