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I Am a Beam of Light and Shadow in the Hall

I am a beam of light and shadow shot out by the projector. I pass through the
smell of popcorn, through the tips of the hair of a boy in the front row, and land on

the screen, spreading out into the foundation of a whole world.

My work is to hold the story up. I hold it up for the child in the first row with
a tilted face, for the lovers in the last row with joined hands, for the old man who
came alone in the corner. The story walks across my back; I carry it more carefully

than a mountain. A mountain will not cry; a story will.

I have witnessed many things. I saw the boy secretly wipe his tears with the back
of his hand, quickly, like brushing off an insect that landed on his face. I saw him
pull his sleeve down to cover the old scar on his wrist. I saw the old man pass his
last clean handkerchief to a stranger in the next seat, and neither of them said a
word. I said nothing. The rule of light and shadow is this: to witness, but never to

say it aloud.
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And he has witnessed me. At intermission he lifted his face to look at me; dust
was flying inside my column of light, like a very small snowfall. He suddenly smiled
and whispered: when I grow up, I will go and see where you come from. I understood
him. The distance he meant is the snow mountain, the sea, the nameless sky at the

beginning of the story.

I promised him. I come from far away: from the open eye of the camera, from the
red-rimmed nights of the director, from the rails a green train really rolled over. 1
fold all these distances up, press them into frame after frame of film, and when he

grows up I will return them to him, frame by frame.

The music of the ending plays. I finish work, retreat from the screen, and curl
back into the barrel of the projector. Darkness sits full in the hall again. But I
know I left something behind: when the boy walked out, he carried a small brightness
in his eyes, small as the head of a match, steady as a star. His mother called him

home from the entrance, he answered, and his steps were quicker than when he came in.

Tomorrow night, when the lamp goes out, I go to work again. I will shine a little
brighter than today, because that boy said he would come. The distance waits for me
inside the film, the story waits for me on the screen, and he waits for me to grow up

under the street lamp at the door. The three of us will meet at the next show.
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