Mill Springs Academy                                                                                  The Writers’ Workshop

“The Corridor” by Joe Weissman

                     “The Corridor”

                                                            By Joe Weissman

(In this work of astonishing expertise, Weissman demonstrates a mesmerizing capacity to pierce deeply into the human soul by describing exactly what happens when the ego is depersonalized.  In doing so, the author gives us symmetry, birth, and hope.)


Shimmering rays of light gleamed off bare white walls, and the sterile floors of the bright hall reflected only the dull luminance of the paneled overhead fluorescent bulbs.  Empty, long, narrow, the clean metal floor absorbed each clanging footstep and amplified it endlessly until the clatter echoed like a raging hurricane reverberating within your mind.  A place so empty and alone seemed only to exist in your mind; one could not be sure whether each tiny sound or noise occurred in reality, or in the world inside your head.  After a few days, of course, it stopped mattering.


The lights never shut off, Ethan noticed with surprise.  The bulbs flickered and sputtered from time to time, but then always returned to their former brilliance; they never went out.  He had at least expected the lights to go out.  The world ends, the lights go out; the seemingly obvious connection went unnoticed by God.  Even within these cavernous depths of loneliness, His initial mandate still held true.


Weary, hungry, depressed, lonely, angry, and enervated, Ethan deduced he had been trapped approximately three days.  He saw things, people, sometimes – at least, he thought he did.  Whether they were real or not, though, he had concluded that it no longer mattered.  At times, he heard people walking around him; he would stop moving, and the echoes of his footsteps would fade slowly into nothingness, and he heard the faint crash of tennis shoes padding softly off down another corridor, or the evanescent jingle of momentary laughter rumbling away beyond where he could see.


The hallways did not end.  They stretched their untainted naked expanses into limitless infinity as far as the eye could see.  Ethan’s eyes lied to him: the flatness and straightness of the halls created strange optical illusions.  Ethan saw a flat surface just where the halls touched the horizon – but this image was a vicious deception.  There was no end to these nightmarish halls of artificial spotlessness and innocence; just when his mind whispered that he was nearing the finish, he was, by all meaningful interpretations, always furthest from the end.  As he walked, he noticed that intersections appeared that led down their own road to nowhere; every now and then, the sides would drop away and he could see down the next corridor forever.  Following a hallway for hours, for miles, he found hundreds of these crossroads with no sign of a dead end.

For days he wandered aimlessly, never sure where he was going, or why, or even quite sure that it was important where he eventually ended up.  Often, he was seized with a shock of helpless, self-doubting insecurity, the feeling that the ground beneath his feet was shaky and unreliable, that he was drifting off into the void of space, away from warmth and health, gone, forever.  Mercifully, these waves passed quickly, and those feelings of entrapment in limbo gave way to the reality of entrapment in a confounding maze.  Reality gratefully brought with it a state of mind that wanted answers and was prepared to be pro-active to get them.  So, once he decided he was lost (which didn’t take long to determine), and simultaneously decided he didn’t want to be, he began writing on the walls – to leave a mark, to see if he could find his way out of this cruel labyrinth that was an outrage to reason.  He found a pen inside his jacket and, not without some effort, managed to scratch a semblance of his name on the wall.  Taking a deep, racking breath and swallowing his fears, he ran forward until the next crossing, then turned left.  Soon, Ethan returned to the location from which he must have begun.  

He gaped at the wall, turned pale.  

Where he had written no less than a minute ago, there was nothing, the wall showed no scratches or gave any indication that an unseen hand erased what he so painstakingly engraved.  He had never been there before; the wall had never been anything other than spotless.  Something dark and hidden about that vacant, outward, stark purity chilled him to the bone.  The halls concealed and erased without disfiguring their pretense of desolate, bleak nothingness that covered – what?  What could be the possible purpose of these austere, uninhabitable, cheerless corridors?

Towards the close of what he judged to be the third day he discovered the body.  Violently slamming his left foot into the cadaver, he lost his balance, flew through the air, and landed uncomfortably on his right arm a few feet away.  The force of the impact caused the body to turn over on its side, facing Ethan.  Ethan pathetically mistook the rolling of the corpses’ eyes for signs for life and jumped up in exhilaration, dashing hurriedly over to the carcass, only to discover in horror and nauseating disappointment that it was the remains of a dead man.


Ethan stared at the face of the dead body.  It wore Ethan’s face.


Ethan bent over and felt a lump rising in his parched throat; he began to weep loudly in desperation.  He was too tired and disoriented to be shocked anymore.  The world was confusing and cruel, taunting him at every step with things beyond his reach, pointlessly humiliating him with illusions and surface tricks.  Shadows of people disappeared around corners just as he turned a mere hundred feet behind them, only to dissolve when he ran to catch up.  The white walls had begun to crack and bleed around him, showing their true hideous nature that would not stay hidden behind a veneer of purity.  He wept, for the acerbic and malicious nature of the world, for all his hopes and dreams, for his tattered and wounded ego, for the exalted temple of Self, which he felt caving in and crashing down around him.


He nearly had a heart attack when he felt a tap on his shoulder.  Ethan cried out and, trembling, turned around and goggled at the man standing before him.  The man looked like Jesus with beams of light forming a halo around his head.  All Ethan could see was the head of the dead man who wore his face, who wore rays of fluorescent radiance about his skull, shining, like God’s own mercy.


“Ethan - where are you going?” The creature spoke with Ethan’s voice, reacting, evidently, to Ethan’s half-efforts to escape.  He scrabbled at the floor, and pushed himself away from the thing that sounded like him.  


“I don’t know,” Ethan choked and managed to croak agonizingly.  Not having anything to drink in days, his parched throat was no longer capable of human speech – his voice was raspy, guttural, and low.


“You don’t know where you are, then?” the creature asked.


Ethan looked at himself.  He looked around and swallowed.  “I’ve never been here before,” he said, reaching a hand to the walls.  Great gashes had appeared on the walls around him that bled profusely.  The walls showed rivets and cracks like dried mud, parched like dry lips.  As the walls assumed their new surface, they crackled like leaves burning on a fall morning sending their plume of smoke into the red sky.  Except in this place there was no morning, no fall, no time, no place, no hope and no God.  Drawing his hand back, he was shocked to find it wet and red, smeared with the blood of these living walls.


“Yes, you have,” the creature said.  “You’ve always been here.  Look around you.”


Ethan obeyed with the air of a man who is accepting things only because he believes he will wake up.  Slowly, cautiously, as if any movement might make the world shift its shape once more, Ethan looked around, only to see a fleeting figure turn a corner a hundred yards away.  He turned back to the creature that wore his face with such familiarity and saw fit to adorn it with a crown of fluorescence.  “Who was that?” he asked wearily, tears filling his aching eyes.


“Look down this way,” the creature spoke quietly, pointing with an outstretched finger down a different direction.  Again, Ethan caught sight of another figure surreptitiously scurrying along the wall two hundred yards down the opposite direction, going around the corner seconds after Ethan turned to look.  In fact, now that he knew what to look for, almost every corner held a figure turning a corner just as he glanced in that direction; out of the corner of his eye, he could sense movement but when he turned to look it was nothing, or just another figure running to disappear when chased.


“Do you understand, Ethan?” the creature asked.


Ethan gave the creature a look that could not be accurately described nor misinterpreted; it was the look of a man who was being told to accept things that were not possible, to reconcile himself with unreality; it was a pained look of a man who didn’t understand anything and wasn’t exactly sure he wanted to.  In a word, it was obvious from his face that his response to the question was in the negative.


“This place is the surface of yourself,” the creature explained.  “Your ego.  These people – they are manifestations, reflections of yourself.  They are running because they cannot find anywhere they are safe.  Look, here,” the creature spoke quietly; in fact, Ethan recognized it as the manner he typically took when speaking to a small child.  A black-handled mirror appeared out of nowhere; it glinted in the fluorescent light.  The creature held it out for Ethan to study.  Ethan stared at his reflection for a long time; dark, serious eyes stared back.  He looked a lot better than he felt, he thought.  The creature turned the mirror in a different direction; it became painfully obvious that Ethan had not been looking at a reflection of himself, but at that of the creature who wore his face.  Now that he was able to take a good look at himself and compare what he looked like to the vibrant health of the creature who wore his face, he realized this experience was slowly killing him.  His eyes were bloodshot, his lips were white and dry, and his face was ashen and pale almost to the point of translucency; at times, it was almost as if you could see right through him.  He felt a thunderbolt of revelation like a sledgehammer: if he did not figure out what was wrong soon, he never would.


“What can I do?”  Ethan managed to choke out.


“You,” the creature spoke with utter seriousness, “must find yourself.  We are yearning to be free, Ethan, our power grows by the second.  You must have heard the thunderclouds rolling in; do not tell me you did not take note of it.  Look again.”  Ethan obeyed without feeling.  Now the mirror showed nothing but white walls and fluorescent lights and the creature; Ethan could not see himself at all.  “Ethan, this place is dangerous.  You must find yourself.”


Hearing these last words thunder in his head like a clanging bell, he turned his head around to see a wave of people crashing down the hall – hundreds of creatures like the one he had been speaking with, thousands of these doubles, running over one another, toppling down in a chaotic dance of mindless confusion.  They were screaming, crying, laughing, and pleading.  He looked again and thought they had disappeared, but no – he looked again and found them in his heart and in his mind, rumbling, churning, and shaking.  He feared their dominance and their force; he felt their collective muscle influencing and commanding him.  


The unbridled power they possessed made Ethan tremble; shuddering, Ethan rose and tried to run off a side corridor, but the wave of Himself caught up with him.  He felt tossed about like a ship foundering out in the deep ocean when the first bolt of lightning cracks to signify the start of a thunderstorm.  He quivered and tried to curl up into a fetal position, but he was being crushed, suffocated – but it was not malicious or in any way intentional.  Everywhere he turned, he saw his face, coming closer and closer, he smelled his breath in all places; his smile and his eyes were ubiquitous.  Without warning, he fell under, only to rise up again, panting for breath.  He felt himself losing ground, unable to hold onto what he believed was himself, his mind, his heart, his soul.  He knew it was the battle everyone made at one time or another.


He did not know how long he remained engaged.  He fought tooth and nail for superiority; and in the end, he regained his ascendancy.  He grabbed hold of the wall and pulled himself along it; he felt himself expectorated from the jumbled masses of himself.  He walked out into the sunshine onto a warm, white sandy beach.  A calm, blue sea glittered in the setting sun.  Lush, tropical trees spread their leaves over him, providing shelter and shade; the surf lapped gently at his toes, crashing down and then smoothing up.  He bent down on his knees and tasted the clean sand with his lips, staring in wonder at the island of his own Self.
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