
      Hell is other people


      

      
      
         I’ve met death. It was not a physical death, mind you, not one you could find on a battlefield or in a hospital. This is not the tale of a veteran who has saved his brothers in arms from the enemy by carrying them for several miles while he is trying to dodge mortar attacks. This is not the sad and tragic story of a cancer patient who learns to accept his illness, his family watching him getting sicker and sicker and feeling helpless. This is the journey of a simple man who has faced the void of humankind. It was the death of the soul, when emptiness is the only feeling that fills your heart and oblivion has not enough mercy to end your suffering. Your mind is screaming, “Flee! Flee as far away as you can!” but it’s too late, you are trapped with no escape.



It all started when my friend invited me to spend a few days at his place. Living in the country, I’m quite used to the charming peace of my detached house but it had been a long time since I saw him. So I decided to put aside my disgust for the big cities and my love for wide-open spaces to make the trip to his small flat downtown. I’ve never understand how some people could live in such cramped places without going mad. Maybe you have to be born here.



After one hour and half of a free-incident trip, I was before my friend’s flat and I must say I was quite impressed. It was the first time I came to a big city and even with its fifteen storeys, it was the smallest of the neighbourhood. All around it, the buildings were trying to go higher than the others, casting huge shadows on their poor neighbors. It seemed than the sun never reached them and I took pity on the residents who were forced to constantly live in the dark.



I typed the code my friend gave me on the electronic device next to the door and it opened.



Here is another thing that bothers me. Many people complain about housebreakers so why would someone lock a door with something so easy to know? I may have many locks on my doors but I never use them and no one has never stolen me anything so far. I guess this is another benefit of living in the rural area. Maybe these people believed, when they had installed it, that it would give them some kind of power on their life. I must confess I felt a bit like a child before a cartoon when I saw the magic of technology in action and I could have watched it open and close for a long time. But I was here for a reason and I did not want to be late.



As I entered the building, I heard someone yelling behind me “Please hold the door sir!”



I turned my head and saw a forty-year-old man desperately trying to run despite his weight. His gait gave me the impression of an obese pig who struggles to stand and walk the few steps towards his trough, simply to get even more fat. As I watched him getting closer, I noticed he was profusely sweating and thought that it was quite foolish to put himself in such a state just for catching a door.



Indeed, every time I watch my contemporaries, the factory workers, the powerful men full of their stature, the small administration employees, I see them struggling, running after their lives, trying to fill the hollow in their heart. And suddenly, it stops, without more meaning than when it has started and they all become equal before death, regretting they have not taken a break at least once to gaze at the beauty our world has to offer.



“Th-thank you,” he told me in a short breath once he had achieved the run of his life. 



To be honest, I hadn’t done anything. Even if wanted to, this was an automatic door and there was nothing that I could do to prevent it from closing but it seemed that the poor man wasn’t aware of this fact. Being raised as a gentleman, I replied that it was nothing.



I left him here and walked with firm steps through the hallway to find the elevator which would bring me to my friend’s floor. I saw there were two and understood that one only led to the even floors while the other led to the odd ones. As I push the call button of the latter, I heard the man’s footsteps. He placed himself next to me, waiting in all likelihood the same elevator than me.



While we were waiting for our lift, I was feeling anxiety slowly creeping in. I didn’t know why at the moment but I can now say it was certainly because of my misanthropic nature. I was in an unknown environment with a stranger whereas I usually invite my friends at my place. Having a weak constitution, I rarely leave my home. Some would call me a little bit sensitive but I always saw myself as a delicate flower. 



Hoping my trouble didn’t show on my face, I took a look at him and, apart from his thick moustache, his profile revealed nothing out of ordinary, nothing that could say he was feeling better, or worse, than me. I now understood that I should not expect anything from this ordinary man, any tenderness or attentions which make up the appeal of friendly forest walkings. From my side, I was not feeling driven towards him at all. We were probably not from the same milieu and I could not imagine sharing with him my passion for Grand Crus or lace, and my scorn of football or stewed chicory.



Our ride finally arrived and I lent my arm to let him enter first. I followed right behind him, trying to fit inside the small cabin and careful to avoid any physical contact with my new travelling companion. I was about to push the button labelled “7” when my fellow had the same idea and our hands met halfway. How could I describe the embarrassment assaulting me as I quickly pulled my hand away? The memory of the conversation that followed still plunges me into depths of shame.



“Oh,” I said.



“Ah,” he replied.



“Sorry,” I added.



He tittered.



“Which floor?” he asked.



“Seventh,” I replied.



“Me too,” I said tittering too.



I tried to cut short the awkward moment by pressing the wretched button and our ascent began. I thought my suffering had ended or somehow been assuaged but I felt, around the first floor, that he was staring at me. So I decided to stare back, in order to force him to look away, which he did in a swift motion that instantly made him look at the ceiling. I was torn between feeling guilt or pity for us, knowing very well there was absolutely nothing to see on the ceiling, all of this adding to our situation which was already ridiculous in itself.



In order to ease the discomfort I was feeling and he was probably feeling too, I started to hum the first notes of Carmen. Alas! This parody of human being had once again the same idea. He started to hum the Moonlight Sonata in a shy but unfortunately audible whisper. The resulting outrageous cacophony stroke me right into the heart. I felt overwhelmed by a wave of existential despair while we were around the fourth floor. All feelings of love were abandoning me and human brotherhood suddenly seemed more and more improbable. Is there anybody or anything out there to put an end to my misery?, I thought.



My heavy companion had to feel some discomfort as well because he talked around the fifth floor.



“Nice weather we have don’t you agree?”



The weather. Of all the topics he could think of, he had dared to choose the weather. The more I was interacting with him, the more I was looking for a way out but unfortunately, all access were locked. I was trapped with him, forced to listen to the inevitable flow of common places that would soon follow his first sentence. However, a stroke of genius came to my mind and I felt a little boosted. I even dared to compare myself as brilliant as Archimedes for a moment.



“I couldn’t tell, I’m not from here,” I replied with all the contempt I could fit into my voice.



I saw on his face he was mentally collapsing from my unexpected answer, which forbade any pursuit to this atrocious parody of conversation. A sigh of satisfaction escaped my lips but still wanting to be a gentleman, even in this dire situation, I tried to spare the poor guy and make my sigh look like a cough. And because a gentleman never cough without covering his mouth, I raised my hand. 



What sheer folly to believe for an instant in etiquette! Halfway through my motion, my hand accidentally collided with his large stomach, which made him instantly turned around in a self-defence reflex. Given the narrowness of the cabin, and despite the delicacy and the seriousness of our suits, this man and I found ourselves in a rather tricky posture. I was facing his back and our hips were only separated by an inch. 



Even though I usually rejoiced in my stable heterosexuality, I addressed prayers to all gods I knew to spare me the utmost shame of an unwitting erection, something likely to happen every time two human bodies touch each other. Such a manifestation of my blood pressure would only make the situation of our duo even more ludicrous, knowing that we were about to reach the seventh floor! The mere thought of spending any more time with this man, should it be only a second, had become unbearable. I wanted to scream. I wanted to tear apart those metal walls which seemed to come closer and closer. I wanted to roll up into a ball and cry in a corner but they were all out of my reach, given the man’s corpulence. I could only contemplate my tragedy.



Against all odds, while I had lost hope in salvation, we landed. The elevator’s doors opened and I saw a pure light, blinding me with the freedom it promised. Forgetting my manners for a moment, I exited first, taking a huge breath once I was in the corridor. I felt I was born again, overwhelmed by bliss. A bliss I could have shared with my companion if only he had not been the source of all this. However, the joy of being finally free made me forgive him. I could not really hold a grudge against him; fate had put both of us in this cabin.



I walked towards my friends’ door on my right but, before I could reach it and knock, I heard my cell phone ringing, giving me notice of a new text message. Oddly enough, the man’s phone rang too a few seconds later. I pulled out the device and read it.



Hello

I’m sorry I won’t be at home, something unexpected have cropped up. Let’s meet at the restaurant down the street. The restaurant is the one with the big neon sign, Nation’s cannons. You can’t miss it.

And if you come across Francis, pass on the message so that he won’t have to run around.

See you later!




I look up from my phone and met the other man’s eyes. Seeing his phone in his hand I understood he was the one my friend wanted me to meet. I was looking for some paintings to redecorate my study and my friend had told me he knew an art collector who had some to sell. I saw a glimmer of understanding in his eyes, showing he had drawn the same conclusion than me. We exchanged a smile before a dreadful realization came to my mind.



We had to take the elevator again!
      

      
   