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The Waiting Room
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ARTHUR LOOKED AROUND. The room was nicely proportioned, with chairs covered in blue vinyl, typical in the design and material of public spaces. A few end tables were inter-spaced with the chairs. No magazines, however, littered the top. A water fountain against the front wall near an empty desk had an “out of order” sign taped on it. Some boring pictures hung on the other walls. There was one door with a lock and a warning advising you to “Keep Out” in bold red letters. Puzzled, Arthur wondered what the hell that place was, and how did he get here.
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NEXT TO HIM SAT A FAT woman in her 30’s, wearing leggings. A baggy bright pink sweatshirt had plastered in big letters, “NUMBER 1 MOM”. Her thick black hair was up in a bun on her head. On the chair close to her, an old lady wearing glasses falling down her nose, with a huge tote bag on her knees, was giving her a stinging tongue lashing. Three rambunctious kids, 6 years old and up, were fighting and screaming while the beefy mother was being trashed and ignored the little brats. On the other side of him, Arthur locked eyes with a woman in need of restoration, but her deeply wrinkled face was beyond repair, he thought, and when she smiled at him, long horse teeth of nicotine color appeared like a bunch of decrepit headstones in a cemetery.
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TIME PASSED BY, AND Arthur could only guess how long he had been there, sitting between these two matrons. Several times, he had roamed around the room, visiting the desk, looking for a phone, a bell, a ringer, or anything he could use to signal his presence to someone out there. Repeatedly Arthur had pushed the handle to the “Keep Out” door without budging it. He had surveyed all the walls and corners, never finding a damn clock, and had somehow forgotten to wear his Rolex. And to think he had probably missed his board meeting. For what? He had asked the chubby mother and the horse face lady what this waiting room was for and what they were here for. But neither knew either, or how long they had been here already or even how they had gotten here. Come to think of it, Arthur was also  in complete ignorance of these basic facts. When he asked the other folks seated in that room, they all had the same answer: No idea.
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AFTER WHAT SEEMED LIKE a hundred days had elapsed, Arthur sometimes  dozed off on the uncomfortable chair, however, each time he woke up, nothing had changed except from time to time, some of the people in the waiting room were different. So, he summarized, people do get out of here, but how? When? I never witnessed anyone coming in or leaving. Somehow, this happens only when I fall asleep. The fat mama and her brood were still sitting beside him, but the horse-face woman was gone. “Did you see her leave?” he asked the chunky mom. She shaked her head negatively, “I think I fell asleep on and off since I got here.” More hours, days, slipped away without bringing any new developments. No one understood why, where, or how they had landed in this room, and none had seen anybody enter or exit either.
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IT WAS POSITIVELY MADDENING. Arthur marched to the one window in the room. It was high in the wall, its glass opaque, letting in a diffused, dull daylight. He pushed a chair underneath and stepped carefully on the padded, unstable seat. Unlike the door in the room that remained locked, he cracked open the narrow window. Carefully, he jerked his head through it. Alas, there was no view, thanks to a fairly dense fog. It was a gloomy gray, misty, and immaterial infinity that left him clueless as to where this building was. He presumed there were windows below his as he made out lit squares. Most likely lights, just like in this waiting room.

––––––––
[image: image]


FOR CHRIST’S SAKE! he cursed, climbing down and walking back to his seat. The waiting room was crowded, so he decided to go back to the chair he had just used to climb to the window. Shit! Some goofball had snatched it away. He saw a stout Latino man settled against the wall near the window. Obviously, he was no match for the tall sun-drenched Hercules and backed pedaled to his chair. One of the NUMBER 1 mom’s kids had climbed on it and was jumping up and down screaming. What was wrong with parents these days? They never disciplined their brats anymore. Why? Were they just too lazy? or busy watching some crap on their cell phone? That reminded him that he didn’t have his, and the others in the waiting room didn’t either. That was bizarre since just about everybody had one these days, even refugees from third-world countries. Folks had bored, blank faces, or like the mama and her mama, they talked nonstop, mostly cursing each other. Most of them had probably not held such long conversations face-to-face since the advent of the cell phone.
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ARTHUR GRUMBLED, “I can’t even see what’s it like outside with that pea soup!” The little boogers had begun a wrestling match at his feet. The younger one’s tee shirt had been shoved over his head while the older brother sat on his belly, white as a pint of milk. What a bloody sight, Arthur murmured, as he closed his eyelids, heavy with the need to escape this dreadful room. A strident scream lifts him out of his torpor. His head jerked off his chest, and the first thing he sees, is a man wielding a knife dripping with blood, eyes wild. The waiting room folks are crouching behind their chairs, while some have retreated against walls, shaking, sobbing. Suddenly, the “Keep Out” bolted door opens, and two massive bald men in long brown frocks spring forward with large metal clubs and wack the fellow down. Without a word, one of them throws the now inanimate man on his shoulder like a bag of potatoes while the other picks up the knife, then they both disappear behind the door.
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WHAT ON EARTH WAS THAT about? ponders Arthur, now fully awake. Since he is standing, he hurries to the door where the two hellhounds have exited. It’s locked. Damn it! he yells as he kicks it, to no avail. No one shows up from behind it. “Anyone see how that lunatic got inside this room?” he yells. Of course not, he says with sarcasm, as the fearful waiting crowd regain their seats, shaking their heads no. Later on, he marches to the window. The muscular guy is gone, and so he can move the empty chair underneath and check outside. He can’t believe his eyes, but it’s the same gray, empty nothingness greeting his shocked brain. He closes the window and sits against the wall. The situation is hopeless, he tells himself dejectedly. Nothing, ever changes here, not even the goddamn weather. The three rascals, no doubt, just as bored as him, have taken it upon themselves to demolish one of the chairs in the waiting room. With a jackknife, the eldest has lacerated the seat cushion, and the two brothers are pulling the stuffing and scattering it all over the floor. Meanwhile, their dear mother is arguing again with her mom, oblivious to the destruction taking place, a few feet from her chair.
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SITTING AGAINST THE wall, he feels his mind shriveling up. Soon, he knows, it will die. He has to get out of here. I must get out of here now, he repeats again and again, until no other thoughts are entering his overburdened brain. His eyes are fixed and bulging, his lips twisted in a demoniac grin. At last, he springs up like a jack-in-the-box, and laughing insanely, he mounts on the chair, opens the window, and pulls himself up to it. It is a narrow opening, but he wiggles his torso through it. The misty gray envelops him. He laughs hysterically as he inches forward over the frame. Now, his body is halfway out. One more push from his hands on the metal edge, and “gravity will do the rest,” he says aloud. He pushes. “I’m out!” he yields like a victory cry as his body slides out into the void. Instinctively, he spreads his arms and legs, and his body redresses like he’s flying. He feels great, so free, and happy. He takes long breaths during that plunge that feels like an eternity. He is falling through the gray ether, nothingness, nothing but some luminous dim squares pass by. He doesn’t care what they are. At last, he perceives a gray sidewalk ...  maybe? Whatever it is, it's a few yards away at most. His eyes shut.
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LIGHT IS INTRUDING under Arthur’s eyelids. He opens his eyes, astonished, incredulous, for what he sees, ... is the damn waiting room with its load of familiar folks and new ones. The chair he is sitting on is the one he used to reach the window, and it is placed right underneath it. However, it is closed, which is impossible since he left it wide open when he climbed through it. How come he is still alive when he should have been squashed like a ripe pumpkin on the sidewalk? He leaps from his chair and marches to the nearest person, an old man with a pronounced gray stubble on his chin, sitting two spaces from him. He couldn’t have missed him opening the window while standing on the blue vinyl chair. The man looks at him with a mean look when he poses the question. “No, I didn’t see nothing like that. What are you a nutcase?” He has no idea how long he’s been here and tells him to vamoose or he’ll throw him out the window. Arthur grumbles, “ya, only I don’t think you can, you turd-brain.” After a few more inquiries with the same more or less polite responses, he shuffles back to the chair.
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HE CLIMBS ON IT FOR the umpteenth time and takes a glimpse outside. “ No change in the weather again today. Cloudy, gray mist with no clearing in sight.” he mutters with the slick voice of the weatherman on channel 5, Dick The Prophet. However, when he gets down and turns, there is a mature man of a distinguished appearance wearing a perfectly tailored black suit watching him. He sports a red carnation on his lapel and is smiling benignly.  “You are Mr. Arthur Buck?” Arthur is too startled to answer and just nods. “Come with me.” Arthur has recovered and has a zillion questions for the man in black. “ Hey, who are you? Where are you taking me? How did you get here?” He responds amiably, “well, in time, you will get all the answers. For now, let me just say that a mistake occurred with our computer. You do not belong here. Follow me, please.”  The man walks toward the “Keep out Door” with Arthur tailing him closely. At this point, he could care less who the fellow is as long as he gets him the hell out of this damn waiting room. On the other side of the door, there is only a long lighted hallway with 3 doors. No signage is on them to indicate what is behind. The  man in black enters the 3rd door. Here, as well, there is a corridor, only this one snakes downward with twists and bends. It is also poorly lit by red lanterns glowing crimson on the walls.
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THEY ARRIVE AT A STAIRWAY. Before their descent, as if waiting, a chair and a sofa covered in garnet-red velvet offer comfort and rest. In front stands a coffee table of modern glass and steel. His host gestures toward the seating. Arthur is glad to oblige as he is huffing and puffing, and his legs are beginning to act like overcooked noodles. “Can you tell me what this room I have been stuck in, is for?” The sophisticated gent smiles with irony, “well, my dear sir, it is the Paradise’s waiting room.” Arthur swallows wrong at that reply and explodes in a violent cough. “You must be kidding,” he says when he’s recovered his voice. “ But, I thought Heaven was where all the good, rightful people, who led Christian lives went to? Yet, this has been a place of infinite torture for me!”
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“AH, BUT THIS IS WHAT folks like to think,” he replies with a grin, “but in reality, heaven is there to punish people who have misbehaved. You see, no one can possibly conduct his entire existence without blemish. God has set such stringent rules that to achieve them is virtually out of reach. Yet, regardless of his followers’ efforts, God casts retributions of different degrees.” The gent stands and shows the steps going down. “I am guessing that this is not the stairway to Heaven, is it?” Arthur states. Since the host doesn’t respond, he gets up, then follows him, thinking that wherever he is taking him can’t be worse than that infernal waiting room, where he felt like a lion in a tiny cage at a fair.
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THE TWO MEN CONTINUE their descent in stairs of granite winding in a widening spiral. Here too, the walls bleed a ruddy tint from the red lanterns. The man in black stays silent, and Arthur focuses on not missing a step, even as his head begins to spin a little. Yet, he can’t help mulling over the few facts he has gathered from his elegant guide. One, the awful eternity he spent going stir-crazy in this waiting room with all these annoying dipsticks was ... Heaven? What a joke that turned out to be. However, it was punishment for sure. So than, all these do-gooders, holy better then you schmucks, were paying for their hypocrisy. What a payback that was. Two, if this torture chamber had been the Paradise’s purgatory, only without an end, then certainly this staircase was spiraling down to Hell’s gates.
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IT HAD TO BE FAR WORSE, since Paradise was already about suffering, as far as he had judged, even if mainly mental torment. But hell ... would it be like ... Dante’s Inferno? With different levels fitting various crimes?  Like the nine circles of Hell? Each one sounding terrifying? After another tiring string of steps, at last, the elegant man stops in front of a massive iron portal, tortuously sculpted. It is difficult to decipher. “What’s behind this gate? it’s Hell, isn’t it?” he says, his voice trembling, his knees weakening and, oh no, he can feel his bladder contracting under a surging need to pee, right there, this instant.
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HIS HOST EMITS A SOFT laugh
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