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The Little Bulb That Never Lit Up

On a weekend afternoon, my daughter spread her science class materials all over
the dining table: a battery box, a small bulb, a lamp holder, three wires with
alligator clips. The assignment was to make one small bulb light up. She worked fast,
connected the whole circuit in ten minutes, then pressed the battery box latch with

great expectation. The bulb did not light.

She thought the clips were loose, re—clipped all three, and pressed again. Still
dark. She began fiddling back and forth, her voice tightening: but everything is
connected! On the third try she shoved the whole circuit toward me: Dad, you do it.

Your method must be wrong. Her eyes were red, tears about to fall. I opened my mouth
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and swallowed the urge to wire it for her.

I said: don’t rush to try again. First, let’s be detectives for a round. She
wiped her eyes and sat down, unwilling. We started with the battery. Was it in
backwards? No, positive end out, correct. Did the battery have power? She took the
battery to the TV remote in the living room; it beeped. Power was fine. Were the
wires broken? We tested the three wires one by one on other sockets. Was the lamp
holder loose? We tightened it. Still nothing.

Only the battery box remained. I flipped the spring end over and pressed it with
my finger. The spring sank and took forever to spring back. There it was. The spring
had gone slack and could not press against the battery. The circuit looked connected,
but it was broken in the middle. My daughter’s face lit with understanding. She ran
to the kitchen for a spare battery, found a coin to pad behind the spring, and
pressed the battery tight. She said: this time stand back. I'11 do it myself.

She clipped on the last wire, her finger hovering above the latch, afraid to
press. 1 said: press. With a click, the filament glowed red, a small warm yellow
light falling on her fingertips. She carried the lamp holder around the room,
shouting that it 1lit. The bulb was an ordinary one, but in her hands it shone

brighter than any lamp.

That evening she wrote her lab report. In the failure column she wrote: first try
dark, second try dark, third try I cried. Reason: the spring in the battery box was
loose, so the current could not pass. I stood behind her reading, my heart a little
sore. The way she recorded things was nothing like mine. Our generation, after a
failed experiment, remembered only the embarrassment. Hers learned to take the

embarrassment apart and see what was inside.

Later, when she ran into trouble, she sometimes came out with a line from that
day: don’t rush to try again; be a detective first. When a piano piece went badly,
she did not hammer it from the start; she pulled out the two broken measures and
practiced them slowly. When a math homework had many errors, she first fixed the type
she got wrong most. I know the little bulb that never lit did not go dark in vain.

What it taught her was far more than the moment it lit up.
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