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Across the Table, the Magnet Took the Paper Clip by the
Hand

Our daughter is five and a half and lately obsessed with the fridge magnets -
touching them every time we go out, asking every mealtime: Mom, why don’ t they fall
down? Rather than answer a hundred times, I decided to play through it with her. Over
lunch break I ordered a pack of magnets online, and rummaged through the house for
old things: paper clips, thumbtacks, keys, coins, blocks, hairpins, all packed into a

shoebox as our experiment materials.

The evening the parcel arrived, I tipped the shoebox onto the living room table
and declared the magnet laboratory open. My daughter picked up the black magnet first
and pushed a paper clip across the tabletop. The clip trotted along behind the magnet
as if led by an invisible hand. She pushed once, it ran once, and she giggled without

end. In the middle of the fun she slid the magnet under the table — and the paper
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clip actually rose up on the tabletop, leaning through the wooden board toward the

magnet.

She froze for two seconds, then let out the biggest cry of wonder that day: Mom!
Magnets can go through tables! She rushed to shove keys, coins, and blocks under the
table one after another. The keys were caught, the coins did not budge, the blocks
hardly worth trying. She bustled until she was sweating, shouting this and that, the

living room popping like a small pot of popcorn.

After her bath that night we sat on the bed looking up the principle together. We
opened a picture—book science page: around every magnet lies an invisible loop of
magnetic field lines; paper, wood, and plastic let it pass through, but things made
of iron get seized. My daughter traced the loops in the illustration with her finger,
then suddenly jumped off the bed, ran back to the living room, pressed the magnet
against the inside of the fridge door, and held a slip of paper on the outside — the
paper was pinned in place by the magnet within. She came back with a solemn face:

Mom, the fridge is made of iron.

In that moment I was so glad I had not found it a hassle that day. Had I merely
waved it off with because it is magnetic, she would probably never have discovered on
her own that the fridge is iron. A child s science is not poured in; she reaches out

and grabs it back herself. All we need to do is tip the shoebox onto the table.

The black magnet now lives beside her pillow, serving at night as the switch of
her night light and by day standing in a row of soldiers on the fridge. Every time
she holds it up and shouts Mom look, I put down my work and walk over. These evenings
of experiments with her are the part of my day I am least willing to fast—forward

through.
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