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The Cup of Water Held by a Piece of Paper

In science class, the teacher filled a glass cup to the brim with water, covered
it with a piece of paper, pressed her palm on the paper, and turned the cup upside
down. Then she let go. The paper did not fall. The water did not fall. The paper
sagged slightly under the weight of the water, bulging into a small, taut sail.

The room went quiet for two seconds. Then someone whispered: air pressure. The
teacher nodded, then asked: now look again, what is at the bottom of the cup? We
leaned in. Floating in the water near the base were a few tiny bubbles, small as
grains of salt scattered in. One, two; three of them slowly changed places. She said

she would not explain yet; we had one week to think.

All week I kept thinking of that cup. At night, thirsty over my homework, I went
to pour water and looked at the cup. The water seemed to contain nothing, yet it was

being held and pressed by air all along. We live at the bottom of an ocean of air,
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the way fish live at the bottom of water, only we forget. The paper did not fall
because the air outside the cup pushed up against it from below, and that push was

stronger than the weight of the whole cup of water.

As for the bubbles at the base, I later figured out half of it myself. When water
is poured in, tiny pockets of air cling to the glass wall; when the cup overflows,
those pockets get trapped at the top, which becomes the bottom when the cup is
inverted. They shift now and then because the paper is trembling almost
imperceptibly, and the water inside is moving almost imperceptibly. In a cup that

looks perfectly still, nothing is truly still.

After that I looked at the cups in my house differently. The kettle on the stove,
bubbles climbing in the fish tank, water trails running down the window on rainy
days, all belong to the same quiet family as that ordinary cup in class. They make no
sound, obey the same set of rules, and hide their forces in the least noticeable
places. Even the glittering film of water on your fingertips while washing hands

belongs to that family; it is simply too small for anyone to take seriously.

That day after school I went home, poured myself a glass of water, and watched it
a while before drinking. The secret of a cup of water is not inside the cup. It is in

whether you are willing to look at it one more time.
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My Son Turned a Cup of Water Over My Head

Lunch on Saturday was not yet cleared when my son filled his glass cup with water
and announced a performance. He tore a sheet from his homework notebook, laid it over
the mouth of the cup, flattened his palm on it, and in front of the whole family
turned the cup upside down and let go. The paper stayed against the rim, the water
hung inside, not a drop fallen. He carried the cup around the dining table like a

trophy.

He said he wanted to try holding it over my head. His father said don’ t be
ridiculous. He said the paper would not fall. Talking, he stopped the inverted cup
three inches above my head and insisted I watch with my own eyes. I sat there,
looking at the upturned cup hovering over my hair, the water inside perfectly calm,
the paper bulging downward in a small taut sheet. At the base of the cup sat a few
tiny bubbles, motionless, like transparent thumbtacks someone had driven into the
bottom.

Of course the paper did not fall. He was radiant and declared it was air pressure
holding it. His father asked how much air pressure was. He could not answer that, but
he could say one thing: the invisible air outside the cup is stronger than this cup

of water. That sentence was better than the number.

While clearing the bowls, I kept the cup, refilled it, and did it again myself.
Paper on, cup inverted, hand released. The water still did not fall. I stood over the
sink holding the cup and felt suddenly embarrassed. I had seen this paper—and-water
trick in elementary school science, yet I had never really looked at it the way I
just did: at the taut curve of the paper, at the few bubbles at the base slowly
changing places, at the water resting quietly behind the paper, caught from below by

a hand nobody could see.

It is not that grown-ups do not understand science; it is that they have seen
everything too many times. It is not that children know more; it is that they have

not yet seen anything too many times.

At night I washed the cup and put it back in the cupboard. The next morning my
son had already filled it with milk. The cup stood on the table holding an utterly
ordinary cup of milk, and no one would know it had been turned upside down yesterday.

I knew.
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Confessions of a Cup of Water

I am a cup of water, living in a straight-sided glass. This afternoon a child s
hand filled me to the top, too full, so that my head bulged into a small dome above
the rim. Then a piece of paper covered me. The paper carried pencil marks and the

smell of a homework notebook.

Then the world turned over. My head faced down, the bottom of the cup faced up.
By ordinary logic I should have fallen and drenched the child s hand. But I did not.
I pressed on the paper; the paper sagged and tightened into a small sail, and it
would not fall. Only later did I understand: what held it up was not the air above my
head but the whole sea of air. We live at the bottom of that sea, and it is the sea

of air beneath the paper that propped me here.
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After the turn, I discovered the bubbles inside me. They clung to my new head, at
the bottom of the cup, transparent, smaller than grains of salt. They were air
trapped when 1 was poured, hiding on my walls all along, now floated to the highest
point. Three of them changed places after a long while. Do not think I am still.
Behind the paper I keep moving gently, moving so slowly it is like the breathing of a

sleeping person.

The child carried me a few steps and held me over his mother’ s head. She sat
still and kept her eyes on me. Grown-ups rarely look at me like that. They pour me,
drink me, boil me, freeze me into ice; nobody has ever held me up and studied me for
a quarter of an hour. She did. She saw the taut edge of the paper, saw the three

bubbles change places, saw me hanging above her hair, steady, not falling.

Later she tried it herself. I felt her hand tremble a little; she covered the cup
crookedly the first time and covered it again. In the instant the cup inverted, she
held her breath. The water did not fall. She smiled a small smile, the kind I have
only seen on children the first time they notice what is hidden inside me. She

whispered: so you have had strength all along.

Now I am back on the table, turned upright, standing under the desk lamp. The
paper is gone, I lie flat again, looking exactly as I did that morning. Only I know
that I held up a piece of paper, was held up by an entire sea of air, and was looked
at seriously for a quarter of an hour by a grown—up. An ordinary cup of water has

never once been ordinary.
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