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The Needle Moved Through the Book

When the activity class began, our science teacher put only two things on the
desk: a thick textbook and a black bar magnet. He said there would be no lecture
today. We were to walk a paper clip on our own. Our group thought he was joking. The
paper clip lay in the middle of the closed textbook’s cover. The magnet slid along
the desk beneath the book, and the clip really moved, pressing on the paper, step by
step following the magnet, as if an invisible hand were leading it from under the
book.

Xiao Yu grabbed it for a second try. He moved the magnet too fast, and the clip

could not keep up. It shivered in place and stopped. He slowed down, and the clip
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walked steadily again. Our group circled that textbook, walking the clip from one end
of the cover to the other, leaving a crooked trail on the paper. It struck me then:
the book had been on top the whole time, and it had not stopped the magnetism. The
magnet never touched the clip either. Thirty pages lay between them, and they still

found each other.

The question started there. I guessed the magnet could pass through everything.
Xiao Yu disagreed, saying the magnet on his grandmother’s refrigerator cannot hold
paper through the door. We decided to test one thing at a time. First, a piece of
stiff cardboard: clip on top, magnet below, and the clip followed. It passed. Second,
my palm. I set the clip in my open hand and moved the magnet against the underside of
my palm. The clip moved inside my hand. The feeling was strange, like something
pushing me from within my own skin, though it was clearly outside. Third, Xiao Yu' s
aluminum ruler. The clip sat on the ruler, the magnet slid beneath it, and the clip
did not move at all. We swapped in a plastic ruler. Nothing. Back to the textbook,

and it moved again.

We reported our finding to the teacher: paper passes, hands pass, aluminum and
plastic do not. He did not say right or wrong. He only asked us to test one more
thing. He placed a piece of iron between the magnet and the clip. The clip stopped
He removed the iron, and the clip walked again. He said magnetism does not simply
choose to pass through things. It loves iron. When an iron plate stands in the way,
the magnetism sinks into the iron and cannot get out, like water caught by a sponge.
Paper, plastic, aluminum: magnetism passes through them without noticing. Iron is

different. Iron keeps it.

I have always remembered that movement in my palm. As the clip walked inside my
skin, I stared at my hand and understood for the first time that invisible things are
real too. Magnetism has no color, makes no sound, cannot be touched, yet it crossed
my palm to reach a paper clip, and my palm could not stop it. After school that day 1
put the bar magnet and the clip in my schoolbag. On the way home I thought: there
must be many things like that in the world. They give off no light, no sound, and
they work through everything between them. It is just that most of the time, no paper

clip is there to show them to us.
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