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The Little Monkey on the Screen Clocks Off

I am the little monkey on the screen. When the lamp goes out, I go to work. I jump
from the left edge of the screen, turn one somersault, then another, and the
somersault lands in the third row, waking up a field of gasps. The gasps are part of
my salary, and I take them home. My job is to wake up laughter. I stomp into the mud
puddle, splash, and mud flies onto my ears. I pretend not to hear, but I do hear it.
The laughter arrives all at once, like someone stuffing candy into my pockets, until
they are full. Some parts of the job are hard. When the story reaches the part where
I miss my mother, I must hold back a smile. A little boy in the front row shouts at
me: do not cry. I choose to cry, but softly, so that the big sister with the sniffles
learns that crying is nothing to be ashamed of. The light of the projector passes
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through me, and my whole body glows, even the tip of my tail. In that moment I am
more than a monkey. I am a ball of light that knows how to tumble, falling on your
faces and on my own. The uncle who runs the projector polishes the lens until the
beam is steady, and then I can jump higher. I keep that favor on his account. When
the house lamp comes on, my shift ends. I dust the mud off my bottom and wave to the
front rows. Do not go, I have not finished. But you put on coats, find water bottles,
and pour out through the door. I stand on the screen and watch the backs of your
heads, one by one, vanish at the gate. The hours after work are quiet. The screen
holds only white, white like winter. I sit in the corner of the screen and wait for
the next show. Wait for the smell of popcorn, wait for the lamp to snap off, wait for
a child to lift a face and say: Mom, it is this monkey! On thin days I still perform.
When the laughter is as thin as the last candies at the bottom of a pocket, candy or
few, it is still candy. I still tumble and still stomp. If only one child is
watching, then that one child is watching me. Here is a secret. After the show, my
friends on the screen come out for fresh air. The little boat rocks on the screen,
the little deer comes out to lick the snow, and I pick up the laughter one by one and
store it in my pocket. One for the little boy in the third row, one for the big
sister with the sniffles. Tomorrow night I return them with interest. At the next
show I will turn three extra somersaults. The story is not finished. The little
monkey has not found his mother, and the little boat has not passed the mountain. So
I hope you come back, and pick a seat in the third row, where I can reach you. When
the lamp goes out, I will be standing on the screen, waiting for you, with both hands

raised, waving.
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