You are waiting for a friend. 
There is not much to do while you wait. The architects of the location you are currently occupying presumably did not foresee the possibility of a patron being bored; whether this is intended as a reference to your friend’s usual punctuality or due to a rare lapse of judgment is difficult to say, but for the moment you are charitably inclined towards the former. 
Because friendship should count for something. It is; after all, your friend.

You do not have a watch; nor is there a clock or any other timepiece to consult but nonetheless there is an impression that you have already been waiting in this place for quite a while—long enough for your fingers to drum an idle tattoo against your folded arms and your toes to tap to an imaginary beat. Under normal circumstances you might have possibly viewed such tardiness inconsiderate. As it is your friend however, you are willing to make allowances. You were the one who requested this meeting so unexpectedly after all, so you can hardly find it strange that your friend must labour to accommodate you. Being a late is a small concession really, considering they have been so obliging as to see you on such short notice at all. 

Nor can it be said that your present quarters are in any way uninhabitable. Quite the contrary in fact, as waiting rooms go you have certainly encountered worse. It is spacious and pleasant enough, the seat you are sitting on reminds you of your favorite chair at home. For a wonder you do not feel any need to hurry at all. There are no pressing appointments you have to meet, no places that you have to be at such-and-such a time. Nothing on your schedule at all in fact, except for the long satisfying discussion you will have with your friend once they make an appearance. You cannot remember the last time you have felt so…relaxed, without a single care in the world.
Without so much as a book or phone to while away the sleepy minutes, your thoughts naturally turn to the friend that you are waiting so eagerly to meet. For someone who stands so high in your regard, there are surprisingly few concrete details. To your sheepish chagrin, you find you cannot recollect their face or even (how shameful!) make a clear distinction of their gender. For as long as you have known them, your friend has been one of that particular breed of people possessing features so ordinary as to be unremarkable, as well as possessing one of those names that could very well serve as feminine or masculine. Attempts at analyzing accent or tone fail as well, the only thing you are halfway certain of is that their voice has a pleasing lilt; the type that usually accompanies a dry but tremendous sense of humour. 
Is it a he or a she? Are they tall? Short? Lean or plump? You try your best to fan the waning flames of memory into recollection but to no avail. For a moment you entertain a brief moment of anxiety over the possibility of not even recognizing your friend when they arrive. But that, of course, is impossible. Something inside you is extremely certain about this despite your inability to piece together your friend’s physical characteristics. You are as sure about it as you are sure of the Sun rising in the east. The both of you will recognize each other, it is a foregone conclusion. Your foolish panic a moment ago makes you smile. 

Abandoning for the moment your futile efforts at summoning up face and tone, you ponder instead upon the type of person your friend is. The results from this front are a little more encouraging. Your friend is a precise person, this much you can recall even without the minimalist décor of this room jogging your memory. They have no interest in lavish accumulations of wealth, but have a tendency to be fussy and fastidious about the few items they do possess. This much is clear from your surface exploration of the waiting room; its ordinary but comfortable chairs and spotless floors. What else…ah! You also remember that your friend’s rigid exterior houses within it the soul of a philanthropist—one with an inexhaustible drive to assist their fellow man. There is evidence in that by the fact that you are not the only one waiting upon your host’s convenience. Another individual occupies this room that you share, no doubt some manner of poor acquaintance intending to appeal to the Samaritan’s better nature. 
The less said about that particular individual, however, the better. Unlike your friend you do not carry in your bosom the same inexhaustible reservoirs of patience; and the fellow you are obliged to wait alongside would test the virtues of a saint. Every aspect of his face and features appears solely to invite disdain or disgust, from the soiled ragged clothing that comprise his attire to the bruised and bloody scars marring his countenance. And yet all this might even have roused the heart to pity, were it not for your fellow supplicant’s behavior; so boorish and disagreeable that even a caveman would be put to shame. Hot righteous indignation wells up within you on your absent friend’s behalf as you see the cavalier way this reprobate imposes upon your mutual host’s hospitality; wiping soiled feet on the blameless furnishings while complaining a mile a minute about the host’s absence. While it was your intention to hold your peace, there are limits as to what a person can bear. 
“If you find present company so disagreeable, by all means go. I’ll try not to be too affected by your leaving,”

“Ha! You’d like that, won’t you?” Engaging the reprobate is evidently a mistake of the highest order, for it causes him to halt his wearying diatribe and focus entirely on you. “I was wonderin’ when you’d notice me. Had a little wager on it, as a matter o’ fact,”

“A temporary lack of my senses, I assure you. We have nothing that we need say to each other,”

“Well lah-dee-dah, mister grumpy! Whassa matter, you fall outta bed?” you wrinkle your nose at the wretch’s sour breath and wince at his rows of rotten teeth. “Not sayin’ that wouldn’t be doin’ ya a favour, mind. Good sharp shock: Swot like you could certainly use it.”
“Leave me alone and I shall do you the same courtesy. My being here has little bearing on you,”

“That’s where yer wrong, guv’nor. The two of us, we’re more related than y’think,”

“Ridiculous.”

“That so? Then you won’t mind takin’ me arm then, if it’s all so ree-dee-koo-las like you’re so fond of saying. What’s the harm? ‘less you’re worried I may be right…?”

Bristling at the implication, you do as he invites—clamping your fist around that soiled, festering appendage with more force than is strictly necessary…

--and gasp, reeling as agony worse than anything you have ever experienced engulfs you from head to toe. Stabbing, rending, searing…it is a wonder that pain of this magnitude can even exist.
…ccs stat. And hurry please, there isn’t much time. What’s the read on the ECG?

--still nothing…wait! Response! We have response. Keep going

Nonsense words gibber at your fraying consciousness as the fire roasts your insides. With a last, superhuman effort you wrench yourself free from the cackling gremlin. Things return to their normal appearances. Reality reasserts itself once more. 

“You…what…?”

“Care fer another go, b’wana? Who knows, you might even learn something useful this time,” the creature reaches out with its accursed arm and you instinctively backpeddle, tripping over and falling flat on your rear in your urgency. It’s a price that you’re willing to pay, after experiencing something like…that. 

“Another…”

He shakes his head at you, almost like a teacher despairing over a hopeless student. “You’d seize the chance if only ye knew what’s good for you. No need t’ be asking you to know that you won’t though. It’s plain as day just from looking at you. So if you won’t do it yerself then…”

“Back!” you flap a hand at the gremlin, on some level aware of how flimsy a defense that is just before he clutches at you again and resummons the roar of the inferno. You throw him off eventually just like before, then do so again…and again…but each time it becomes harder, each time the mindless panic fresher, the clarity of knowing there’ll be a time where you won’t be able to save yourself at all. 

Pain off. Gasping

Pain on. Screaming. 

First one, then the other. Over and over, like some kind of madcap dance. You do your best but your opponent has a strength born from some kind of desperation, intent on returning you to that hell for as long as possible. You have no idea why that is, other than some vague suspicion that he sees you as competition for your friend’s attentions and is trying to remove you from the equation in the only way possible. 

And then, just when you think you are reaching the end of your rope…

“Enough.” 

The voice fills you. Calm, yet commanding. Kind, yet stern. The horrors of the inferno recede and peace descends upon you. Looking up, you find yourself face to face with your friend…for it can be no other, and how did you even think it were possible that you might not recognize them? The capering gremlin is now cowering in a corner, baring teeth at your friend in the savage hate of a devil deprived of its prey at the last second. “You!”

“Me,” agrees your friend, and you allow yourself to feel a petty surge of triumph at how the loathsome other recoils. “Do not give me cause to recant my hospitality,”

“I’ve got a place where ye can shove yer hospitality! Right in…”

But your friend pays him no mind, instead extending a cool arm to help you to your feet and into a chair. One moment he is there and in another he is gone. You have an impression that the two of you speak, but already are starting to forget the specific details of that conversation. It is of little importance however. You hardly mind spending time with the sniveling little gremlin. Your friend will stop him if he gets up to his old tricks. You can rely upon him, just like you always have. 
You are waiting for a friend…

“Doctor, please tell it to me straight. What’s the prognosis?” 

“Not as promising as we once dared to hope, I’m afraid. The damage caused by over-reliance to the…stimuli--”

“Drugs, doctor. You can say drugs. This isn’t Sunday School,”

A weary shrug of one shoulder. “As you say. Tolerance built up from years of introducing drugs into one’s system takes its toll, and it becomes harder to break the habit the longer it is in place. Our approach involves weaning the patient off in gradually increasing stages, but at times it can be touch-and-go, as I’m sure you’ve seen. The body craves the stimuli, has been relying on it for so long that the shock of having it taken away triggers cascading problems throughout the internal systems. We can only hope he can rally long enough to proceed with the next stage of treatment. One day maybe? Who can say?”

Indeed; muses the gremlin from its new prison of iron, a prison constructed of protein chains and chemical compounds as unyielding as steel. One day.
One day things will be different. One day perhaps he can hold on for just that little bit longer, long enough to throw off the drug induced haze of wellbeing and face the real world again. One day. 

It is what he tells himself time and time again, it is why he tries. Because hope is all he has got. 

And because some friends are worth fighting for. Whether they appreciate your help or not. 

Because that is what real friends do.
