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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
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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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