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This Paper Held Up a Whole Glass of Water

In science class we learned a claim: air has strength, enough strength to hold up
a glass of water. I did not believe it. Air blows in my face every day, wind can’t
even mess up my hair, so how could it hold up a whole glass of water? After school 1
carried a glass, some paper, and tap water to the dining table and decided to try it

myself.

First I filled the glass. It was the plainest glass at home. I held it under the
faucet and let the water rise to the rim. Once full, I did not dare touch the table,
afraid a shake would spill it. The water swelled into a shiny dome slightly higher
than the rim, like the glass wearing a cap made of water. I tore off a piece of card
paper, a ring bigger than the mouth, laid it flat on top, pressed with my palm so the
paper clung to the rim with no gap left. My palm went sweaty; I wiped it twice on my

trousers and pressed back down.

The hardest part was turning it over. I stretched my arm out, held the glass high
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above the table, and slowly rolled my wrist downward. Halfway through, the glass hung
sideways in the air, the water pressing toward the paper, and the middle of the paper
dimpled in just a little. My heart jumped to my throat with that little dimple — it
is over, I thought, it will spill, this half glass of water will flood my math
homework. I shut my eyes for a second, opened them, and the glass was fully upside
down. The paper did not fall. The water did not run. The paper had become a thin,
bulging drumhead holding up a whole glass of water that did not even slosh.

I held the glass motionless, kept that pose while counting to sixty, then slowly
turned it back onto the table. Only a small splash of water ended up on the table —
that leaked when the rim lifted off the paper on the way back, so I do not count it
as a spill. I called my mother to watch, then made her try. She did not press the
paper down tight; one corner at the edge curled up, and two seconds after turning it
over the water ran down that corner and soaked the rag. My mother said, oh, it has to
be sealed tight. I said right, I looked it up — it is called air pressure: air is
everywhere outside the glass, pressing upward on the paper from below, harder than
the weight of a glass of water; if the edge of the paper leaks, air sneaks in through

the gap, the push fails, and the water comes down.

Now I no longer doubt the air. Even when it is not blowing a wind it is still
pushing hard; we just cannot see what it pushes. I turned an empty glass upside down
on the table and the paper stayed — with no water inside, the air balances on both
sides and the paper simply sits flat. I did this experiment five times in all,
steadier each time. My palm sweats every single time, though. The amazement does not

wear off after five tries.
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