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There was a rift between the smiling man and me.

I am unsure why he was smiling; it had not been a particularly spectacular day for him, either. He had probably been woken early, his coffee certainly must have scalded his tongue, his wife had undoubtedly yelled at him, and his socks were on crooked; and yet he smiled—grinned, actually—as wide as the Pacific Ocean to the fresh sailor’s eyes.


The smiling man nodded across an invisible wall.


“Good morning, Amon,” he said, in way of greeting. He flipped through notes. He harrumphed. He sniffed. He looked up and smiled again—blindingly—and asked me how my day had been.


“Fine,” I replied quietly. Then came the usual questions: How is your mother? Fine. How are your siblings? Fine. Did you see them last night? How were they then? Yes, and fine.


The last was not true. My siblings were not fine. They fought a lot. They were angry. They were young and rebellious. But the smiling man wanted me to say “fine.” He loved writing the word “fine” in his notes, over and over again. He loved showing it to my mother, and highlighting the different points in which I was “fine.” I halfway expected he wrote “fine” in fancy script every day, and spent our sessions decorating the word with exclamation points and stars. This did not seem to me something the smiling man would do, however, since it would divert attention from his monstrous smile.

And yet, scribble away the smiling man did.

“Amon,” he told me, “you seem much better today.” That only means I was being quiet. The smiling man does not like it when I talk. He does not like it when I tell him things he does not like to hear. He becomes unsettled when I move the barrier that separates us. He does not like being close to me.


I kept quiet. There came more questions: do you like it here?


“It’s all right,” I replied.


Is the food any good?


“No, it’s rotten,” I muttered. The smiling man looked up, and raised an eyebrow. “I’m only joking,” I added. He grinned again, like some kind of tidal wave, revealing his glistening white foam amidst the watery lips. Wow, what a smile. It’s the kind of smile you can see even when you shut your eyelids tight. It haunts you.

“My mother said she’s thinking of bringing me home,” I said quietly. The smiling man looked thrilled at this. The prospect of people leaving from their halls made the professionals around here giddy. They seemed to believe someone who left the building was “cured,” apparently. The smiling man was no exception; his radiant, glaring pearly whites blinded me for a moment. No exception, indeed.

He returned to his notes. I continued to watch him. He hummed a bit. Humming was common around here; supposedly it makes people calm.


“You smile a great deal,” I burst out. He looked up from stenciling out “Fine” in his notebook, and looked confused. “You’re always smiling. Why is that?” I had never asked him this before.


“I don’t understand,” he said. Smiling.


“Why don’t you ever frown?” I asked.


“Well… I don’t know,” he said quietly. He paused from writing, and looked pensive. “I suppose I don’t have much to frown about.” He smiled at me. “What about you? You never smile, Amon.”


People like the smiling man never understand. It might be the wall between us—the inevitability of our complete isolation of minds. He can’t see the wall—well, in all honesty, I can’t see it either. But I know it’s there. Maybe that’s why he smiles—he doesn’t know it’s there.


“What have you been doing lately, then?” the smiling man asked, returning to his notes (“Fine, Fine, Fine”).

“Sleeping. Eating. Reading. I read Dickens yesterday.”


“Dickens! Fantastic writer. Which novel?”


“Two Cities,” I replied.


“And what did you think?” the smiling man asked. What he meant was, what does everyone else think? What I thought was irrelevant.


“It is a classic work of literature,” I recited. The smiling man looked pleased. He returned to his notes—cured, cured, cured. Fine, fine, fine.


I am not one to criticize another for complacency. I have been complacent for many years, staring at clocks on the wall that tick by endlessly, reading books filled with ideas that nobody else has, “bending spoons”. I’ve enjoyed the leisure of walking through unmarked trails in the deep woods and being approached by all sorts of curious wildlife. I have walked down endless streets at night and watched fireflies crash into lamp-posts, again and again. I have listened to the rain for hours. In this way, I have found my complacency.


However, there was an error, a glitch, a bug somewhere in my mind, an unseen itch I longed to scratch, concerning the smiling man. Just like the child who sees fire and wonders how it burns (and inevitably touches it, teaching them never to do so again), I saw the smiling man and wondered how he thought. I was curious—wary, but curious—as I spoke.

“You don’t see it, do you?” I asked. I would do my best not to worry the smiling man, or distract him from his doodling.

“What?” he asked, not looking up. “See what?”


“The wall.”


“Of course I see the wall,” he said. He looked up. I now had his attention. He pointed to the side.


“There it is, right there.”


“Not that wall.”


“You mean that one?” He pointed at the one behind me.


“No.”


“So it’s that one?”


“No.”


“All right, then. Yes, I see that wall,” he said, motioning to the last wall left standing in the room.


“It’s not any of those,” I said quietly. The smiling man threw up his hands, looking bewildered. “Amon, what are you talking about? The only things left in this room are the floor and the ceiling, and neither of those are walls.”


I sighed. How to explain?

“There’s a wall between you and me—“


“There’s no wall here. I see you just fine.”


“It’s invisible.”


“Come, now,” he said with a laugh. He stood, walked to me triumphantly, and put his right hand firmly on my left shoulder, using the other to articulate his words. “See? I just walked right through this wall of yours. Had it really been there, I would have smashed my nose into it.” His hand fluttered gracefully, indicating the words “walked” and “smashed”.

“It’s not there physically—“


“How can there be something not physical in a physical world?” he asked.


“It’s an abstract concept. Like love, or hope.”


“But a wall is not an abstract concept. It can be measured, made and manufactured.” He returned to his seat and grinned at me. Tidal wave. “Stop playing these games, Amon. You’re going to confuse me.”


“Your mind and my mind are separated. They can’t see each other.”


“See each other? I can see you, Amon. I’m glad I can’t see your brain, or that would mean it would be outside of your head!”


“You don’t get it,” I protested. “That’s just it. That’s why you don’t understand. Because there’s a wall. There’s a wall.”


The smiling man stopped smiling, and looked a little disturbed. “No need to yell, son,” he said.


“I’m not yelling,” I said. “You don’t see the wall. It’s invisible. But you feel it. It’s there—it won’t let you see anyone else for what they really are. You see only what you want to see: yourself, projected onto everyone else.” The smiling man was becoming a little pale. “I’m trying to break though that wall, sir. Look at me. See me for what I am. Stop smiling. Stop pretending. You smile because you are afraid if you do not, you will not be able to smile again.” The smiling man was fumbling for something. “That wall makes you feel alone; makes you feel afraid. You want to run, but you can’t because it’s closed you in. Break the wall. Look at me!” The smiling man took out a small radio.


“We have a berserker in room three,” he gasped into it.


Suddenly, like air into a vacuum, humans in white gowns charged through the doors in the room, gathering round, holding me down. I looked around helplessly—their glassy stares looked right through me. Clipboards came out, notes scribbled themselves furiously. Everyone talked at once. The air was gone—the ceiling barely visible. All around me, they crowded. They stared. Stared through me. Saw nothing.


I could barely breathe. I was held by all sides. There was a general hushing all over as they carefully leaned forward to look into my eyes. I did the only sensible thing left: I smiled.


“I’m fine,” I said quietly.
