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The Horror of Being Between Things

Calder Ash
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Introduction: The Place That Should Not Feel Like This

You have been there.

A school after midnight. The fluorescent lights still burn in empty corridors, casting their flat, unblinking glare across lockers that should be slamming, voices that should be rising, the ordinary chaos of bodies moving between classes. Instead there is only the low hum of the building’s own systems: the ventilation, the emergency exit signs, the distant tick of a clock no one is watching. Your footsteps sound too loud. The air smells of floor wax and something faintly metallic. Nothing is broken. Nothing is overtly threatening. And yet the place feels wrong, as if the building itself has slipped out of its proper category and is now waiting for something that will never arrive.

Or a supermarket before opening. The automatic doors stand open or half-closed. Carts are stacked in perfect ranks. Produce gleams under the lights. The Muzak continues its cheerful loop for an audience of zero. You walk the wide, shining aisles and feel the architecture’s original purpose pressing against the absence of its people. The space was designed to contain movement, desire, transaction. Stripped of those, it becomes something else: a stage set after the actors have gone home, or a body whose circulatory system keeps pumping long after the heart has stopped meaning anything.

An office building on a Sunday afternoon. Cubicles still hold the shapes of the people who left on Friday: jackets draped over chairs, monitors dark, coffee cups abandoned mid-sentence. The printers sit silent. The conference rooms wait. Outside the windows the city continues its ordinary life, but inside the building time has stalled. You are walking through the ghost of labor.

A hotel corridor at three in the morning. Carpet patterned in geometries meant to hide stains. Identical doors repeating into distance. The rattle of an ice machine somewhere around a corner. The soft chime of an elevator on another floor. You are neither guest nor stranger exactly; you are simply there, temporarily, in a space designed for temporary occupation. The corridor does not belong to anyone. It belongs only to the interval between check-in and check-out, between arrival and departure, between one version of yourself and the next.

Nothing is necessarily dangerous. Nothing is necessarily supernatural. The lights work. The locks function. The architecture remains intact. And still something feels wrong.

Why?

This book begins with that sensation: the peculiar unease of places, times, and states that refuse to stay inside their ordinary categories. It is the feeling of standing in a space that has temporarily lost its borders, or of occupying a condition that is neither one thing nor another. The technical name for this condition is liminality. The emotional name is something closer to dread.

Liminality is not a single phenomenon. It is an aesthetic, an anthropological concept, a psychological state, an architectural effect, and an existential condition. It appears in doorways and dreams, in adolescence and airports, in abandoned malls and artificial intelligence. It is the quality of being between: between categories, between identities, between the known and the unknown, between what a thing is supposed to be and what it has momentarily become.

The argument of this book develops from a simple observation. We are comfortable with things when we know three things about them: what they are, where they are, and what they are supposed to be doing. A school is a place for children during the day. A hospital is a place for the sick and those who care for them. A hotel room is a temporary private space belonging, for a short time, to a paying guest. An airport is a machine for moving people from one location to another. As long as these definitions hold, the spaces remain legible. We can orient ourselves. We can predict. We can feel safe inside the categories.

Liminal spaces disrupt all three. The school after midnight is still architecturally a school, but it is no longer performing the social function that makes a school legible. The empty mall retains the escalators and food courts designed for crowds, yet the crowds are gone. The hospital at night continues its mechanical operations while the ordinary human ecosystem of nurses, doctors, visitors, and patients has thinned or vanished. The category remains, but the contents have slipped. The space becomes strangely autonomous, as if it no longer needs us.

This is not the horror of violation. That territory belongs to the abject: the corpse that was a person and is now a thing, the bodily fluid that should remain inside but does not, the boundary that should hold but has been breached. Liminality is quieter and, in some ways, more pervasive. It is the horror of boundaries that have not been broken so much as temporarily dissolved. The doorway that is neither inside nor outside. The adolescent who is neither child nor adult. The ghost that is neither living nor fully gone. The AI that produces language without a biography, a voice without a body, a conversation without conventional social presence. These things do not smash the categories. They simply refuse to occupy them cleanly.

Anthropology gave the concept its modern name. In the early twentieth century, Arnold van Gennep described rites of passage as moving through three phases: separation, liminality, and incorporation. The initiate is removed from ordinary social life, passes through a period of ambiguity, and is eventually reincorporated under a new status. Victor Turner later expanded the idea, emphasizing the “betwixt and between” quality of the liminal phase. The liminal person is socially ambiguous, neither one thing nor the other, suspended outside the ordinary structures that give identity its stability. Turner was writing about ritual, but horror had already understood the same principle. The monster frequently exists in precisely this condition: the vampire who is neither living nor dead, the werewolf caught mid-transformation, the stranger whose category cannot be immediately determined. Anthropology discovered something that stories of the uncanny had long exploited.

Yet liminality is not confined to ritual or to the supernatural. It saturates ordinary experience. Birth, puberty, pregnancy, illness, dying, grief, divorce, migration, unemployment, exile, sleep, dreaming: these are all periods when one stable category is dissolving before another has fully formed. The body changes. Social roles shift. Time itself seems to thicken or thin. Uncertainty becomes the dominant atmosphere. And uncertainty, for a creature that relies on prediction, is itself a form of threat.

Architecture makes the same point in concrete and glass. Certain buildings are designed around transition. Hotels exist for temporary occupation. Airports exist for temporary displacement. Parking garages exist only as intervals between arrival and departure. When these spaces are emptied of their expected occupants, or when we encounter them at the wrong hour, their transitional nature becomes visible in a way that ordinary use conceals. The empty mall, the deserted office, the hospital corridor at three a.m., the parking structure with its identical levels and blind corners: these places produce a particular species of unease because they continue to perform their mechanical functions after the social narrative that justified them has been suspended. Purpose without people. Circulation without destination. Architecture that has outlived its moment.

The internet has generated an entirely new inventory of such spaces. Dead websites. Abandoned forums frozen in 2008. Empty Discord servers. Login pages that lead nowhere. Virtual worlds whose populations have vanished. Loading screens that never resolve. These digital environments exist somewhere between presence and absence, between the archive and the ghost town. They are liminal in a specifically contemporary way: they remain accessible long after the human activity that once animated them has disappeared. The camera phone and the social media feed have amplified the same effect in physical space. Photographs of empty malls, closed amusement parks, abandoned schools, and vacant hotel corridors circulate as a kind of vernacular horror. Nothing frightening is visible. The horror is supplied by the question the image forces: What happened here? The imagination fills the gap.

Certain times of day carry the same charge. Midnight. Dawn. Twilight. The deep middle of the night. Sunday afternoons after the weekend’s ordinary rhythms have begun to thin. The day after a holiday, when the expected rituals are over and the ordinary world has not yet fully resumed. These temporal thresholds feel ungoverned. The categories of day and night, work and rest, celebration and ordinary time briefly lose their edges. The world appears suspended between states.

The same logic applies to people. Adolescence is the quintessential human liminal condition: the child has disappeared, the adult has not yet arrived, the body is changing, identity is unstable, social rules are shifting. The stranger occupies an uncertain category: guest or intruder, friend or enemy, citizen or outsider. The doppelgänger looks like you but is not you, or suggests that you may not be you. Ghosts, vampires, zombies, and the various undead occupy the space between life and death, presence and absence, memory and reality. They are horrifying partly because we cannot assign them cleanly to a single category. They force us to confront the instability of the boundaries we rely on.

Dreams intensify the effect. In dreams, objects behave incorrectly, locations transform, people become other people, time collapses, cause and effect dissolve. The dream world frightens most when its rules begin to resemble reality while still refusing to obey them, and far less when it is purely fantastical. The uncanny, as Freud described it, is less the unfamiliar than the familiar turned strange: your house, your face, your mother, your body, your voice, your memories. The deepest uncanny experience may be the encounter with something that occupies two categories at once.

Technology has since pushed liminality into new territory. Artificial intelligence systems produce language without human biography, images without cameras, voices without bodies, personas without childhoods. They introduce a form of liminality that earlier eras could only imagine: the artificial person who may or may not be a person. The category itself becomes unstable. Conversations occur without conventional social presence. Faces appear that have never existed. The boundary between human and nonhuman, real and simulated, begins to blur in ways that feel both ordinary and deeply unsettling.

Why does any of this frighten us? The answer lies partly in the way human perception works. The brain depends on categorization. Object. Person. Threat. Home. Stranger. Alive. Dead. Safe. Dangerous. Inside. Outside. These categories allow prediction. Prediction allows orientation. Orientation allows a sense of safety. When categorization fails, prediction becomes difficult: a space is neither occupied nor unoccupied in the expected way, a person is neither clearly human nor clearly other, a time is neither day nor night in the ordinary sense. The environment stops matching the model the brain carries of what environments should contain. Prediction error rises. Anxiety follows. The horror is not necessarily that something bad is present. It can be the simpler and more fundamental recognition: I cannot determine what is here.

This is the deeper proposition of the book. Horror is what happens when the categories we use to make reality intelligible stop working. Liminal spaces, times, and states are frightening because they expose something ordinary perception normally conceals: everything is in transition. The mall is not simply empty. The dead are not simply gone. The stranger is not simply other. The adolescent is not simply child or adult. The AI is not simply machine or person. Reality is full of intermediate states. We usually ignore them. Horror makes us look.

The chapters that follow trace this condition through architecture, time, the body and identity, dreams, digital environments, and the experiences of death and transformation. They begin with the threshold as a physical and symbolic structure and with the anthropology that named it. They move through the empty institutional spaces that have become vernacular sites of unease, then through the hours of the night and the stages of a life, and into the contemporary forms of liminality generated by the internet and artificial intelligence. They consider why the brain recoils from categorical instability, and why the sensation of being between things remains one of the most reliable sources of dread. The book ends where the argument was always heading, with death, transformation, and the unknown.

In the end, liminality is more than an aesthetic effect or a curiosity of certain buildings and hours. It is an unavoidable feature of existence. Every stable category is temporary. We are always moving: from child to adult, from healthy to sick, from alive to dead, from unknown to known, from stranger to familiar, from past to future. Even identity is a process rather than a permanent object. The horror of liminality may therefore reveal something deeper than the creepiness of empty hallways: there are no perfectly stable boundaries. The categories that make reality comprehensible are useful abstractions imposed upon a continuously changing world. And horror begins when we notice the seams.

We are all, in one way or another, between things.


1. The Threshold

A threshold is the simplest and oldest architecture of uncertainty.

It is a door. A gate. A bridge. A border. An entrance. An exit. A window. An elevator. A stairwell landing. The narrow strip of stone or wood or metal that separates one defined space from another. In ordinary use it barely registers. We cross it without thinking, our attention already on the room beyond or the street outside. Yet the threshold itself is neither the room nor the street. It is the interval between them: the place where one category ends and another has not yet fully begun.

This is why thresholds have always carried a charge denser than their physical dimensions. They are the points at which the world is asked to change its terms. Inside becomes outside. Known becomes unknown. Home becomes wilderness. Safety becomes exposure. Self becomes other. The threshold is where these pairs touch, and therefore where their borders grow temporarily unstable.

Ancient cultures understood this with a clarity that modern life has largely forgotten. Doorways were more than practical openings; they were ritually charged sites. In many traditions, thresholds required protection: amulets, inscriptions, blood, salt, prayers, iron nails driven into the wood. Rome assigned separate gods to the door, the hinge, and the threshold. Jewish mezuzot still mark the entrance with scripture. In parts of Europe and the Middle East, it was once common to bury objects beneath the threshold or to hang charms above it, precisely because the place was understood as vulnerable. Something could enter. Something could leave. Something could hover in the gap and refuse to choose a side.

The psychological tension is older than any particular belief system. To stand in a doorway is to occupy a momentary suspension of certainty. You are no longer fully inside the protected interior, nor fully committed to the exterior. The body itself registers the shift: a slight hesitation, a change in posture, a recalibration of attention. Crossing a threshold is one of the most ordinary acts a person performs, yet it is also one of the most symbolically loaded. Every time we move from one defined space into another, we rehearse a miniature version of larger transitions: birth, death, departure, arrival, the passage from one identity to the next.

Consider the doorway as an archetypal image. On one side, the known: the furniture arranged according to habit, the light that falls in familiar patterns, the smells and sounds that belong to ordinary life. On the other side, whatever lies beyond: street, corridor, forest, night. The doorway itself holds neither fully. It is the membrane. When the door is open, the two spaces bleed into each other. When it is closed, the membrane becomes a barrier, but even then the possibility of crossing remains. Horror has always understood the power of this architecture. The closed door that should stay closed. The open door that should not be open. The figure standing precisely in the frame, neither entering nor departing, occupying the interval itself.

Elevators intensify the same logic. They are thresholds that move. You step into a small, sealed chamber that is neither the floor you left nor the floor you are going to. For the duration of the ride you exist in pure transition, suspended between vertical categories. The doors open onto a new level, but until they do, the elevator is a capsule of betweenness. Bridges perform a horizontal version of the same work. You leave one bank and have not yet reached the other. The span itself is neither land nor destination; it is the prolonged threshold. Borders between nations formalize the idea at scale: the checkpoint, the no-man’s-land, the strip of territory that belongs cleanly to neither side. Windows complicate the structure further. They allow vision without full passage, so that the interior and exterior remain simultaneous yet separate. You can see the other category without having to inhabit it, an incomplete crossing that can itself become uncanny.

The peculiar psychological tension of the threshold arises because categories do more than serve as intellectual tools. They are the scaffolding of orientation. To know that you are inside is to know something about safety, about belonging, about the rules that apply. To know that you are outside is to know something about exposure, about the different set of rules that govern public or wild space. The threshold temporarily suspends that knowledge. For a few seconds or a few steps, the ordinary assurances thin. The mind must renegotiate its map. Most of the time the renegotiation is so rapid it goes unnoticed. But when the threshold is prolonged, or when the spaces on either side become ambiguous, or when something unexpected occupies the interval, the tension becomes perceptible.

This is why certain thresholds feel heavier than others. The doorway of a house at night. The entrance to a hospital. The gate of a cemetery. The elevator in an unfamiliar building after hours. The bridge over dark water. These are more than openings; they are sites where the categories on either side already carry emotional weight, so that the interval between them inherits that weight and amplifies it. The mind arrives at the threshold already prepared for transition, and therefore already slightly unsettled.

Horror literature and film have returned to the threshold with obsessive regularity precisely because it is the architectural expression of categorical instability. The haunted house begins at the door. The monster is often first glimpsed in the frame of a doorway or at the far end of a corridor that functions as an extended threshold. The character who pauses on the landing, who hesitates before opening the door, who stands in the elevator as the numbers change: each is caught in the act of becoming between. The audience feels the same suspension. We know that once the threshold is crossed, the story will change its terms. Until that crossing occurs, we inhabit the interval with the character.

Yet the power of the threshold is not limited to the supernatural. Everyday experience is full of ordinary thresholds that can, under the right conditions, produce a milder version of the same unease. Walking into an empty classroom after the students have gone. Stepping from a brightly lit street into a dimly lit stairwell. Passing through the automatic doors of a store just after closing, when the public space has begun its transformation into private emptiness. In each case the physical structure remains the same, but the social and temporal categories that ordinarily stabilize it have shifted. The threshold no longer leads cleanly from one known state to another. It leads into a space whose status has become temporarily unclear.

The ancient importance of thresholds owed less to superstition than to recognition. People understood that the places where categories touch are the places where order is most fragile. Rituals of protection, of marking, of purification at the doorway were attempts to manage that fragility. They acknowledged that the border is never perfectly sealed, that something of the outside can always leak in, and something of the inside can always slip out. Modern life has largely replaced those rituals with locks, cameras, and keycards, but the underlying tension has not disappeared. It has simply become harder to name.

Elevators, revolving doors, the jet bridges of airports, the sliding glass doors of hospitals and hotels: these contemporary thresholds still carry the old charge, even if we no longer articulate it. They are machines for producing brief intervals of categorical suspension. We step into them and, for a moment, occupy a space that is not yet the destination and no longer the point of origin. Most of the time the interval is short enough to ignore. When it lengthens, the underlying instability becomes suddenly visible. The elevator stalls between floors. The revolving door jams. The automatic doors refuse to open or close. The threshold stops functioning as a smooth transition and reveals itself as a gap.

That gap is the essential quality of liminality. The threshold is the physical and symbolic prototype of every later form the book will examine: the empty institutional space that has lost its expected occupants, the temporal interval between day and night or between one social role and the next, the body in the process of transformation, the identity that has not yet settled, the digital environment that exists between presence and abandonment. In each case, the structure is the same. Two categories stand on either side. Between them lies a zone that belongs cleanly to neither. The mind, which depends on categories for orientation, experiences that zone as a form of threat even when nothing dangerous is present, because the tools of prediction have temporarily failed.

The doorway remains the purest image of this condition. It is the place where inside and outside, known and unknown, home and wilderness, safe and dangerous, self and other are forced into contact. For as long as a person stands in that frame, or moves through it, the categories cannot fully stabilize. The threshold is where they touch. And therefore where they become unstable.

Everything that follows in this book is, in one way or another, an elaboration of that simple architectural fact. The school after midnight, the empty mall, the hotel corridor at three a.m., the airport terminal, the adolescent body, the stranger whose status cannot be immediately determined, the dream that refuses to obey waking rules, the artificial intelligence that produces language without biography: all of them are thresholds of different scales and different materials. They are the places and states in which the ordinary borders of reality grow thin. They are the intervals in which we discover that the categories we rely on are not as solid as they appear.

To understand liminality is to begin with the threshold, taken first as a concrete structure and only then as a metaphor. It has always taught the same lesson. Categories are useful. They allow us to move through the world with a sense of orientation. But they are never absolute. At every doorway, every gate, every bridge, every border, the world reminds us that the borders themselves are provisional. Something can always stand in the gap. Something can always refuse to choose a side. And when it does, the ordinary assurances of inside and outside, known and unknown, begin to dissolve.

That dissolution is the beginning of horror. It is also, more quietly, the beginning of recognition: that we ourselves are always, in some measure, standing on a threshold.

