Enemy Territory
Timmy Reed
I have never been alone with my enemy before, although we have known each other forever. We share mutual friends. We even reside in the same building. But until now, the situation has never called for us to be alone. Yet here I am, suspended in mid-air, alone with my enemy. 

I understand our hatred like gravity. It feels natural and manifests itself in a number of ways. An evil eye shot across a crowded room, kisses stolen from former lovers, rumors carved out with railroad spikes on cherry trees and the torsos of stray cats. Not all of that, to be honest. But I have always thought we give each other bad vibes. 
 The elevator will not budge and the lights keep flickering. I feel like we are two helium balloons tied to the same string. We agree to complain about the condition of the building and the careless attitude of the Property Manager, but conversation grows thin after only a few minutes. The elevator reeks like dog piss and stale smoke, but we can smell each other’s scent just under that. Each time a breath is taken, it sounds like the wind through a gun barrel. We are attacking each other’s oxygen supply. There’s not room enough for the both of us. 
We have been stuck in this elevator before, though not together. Everyone in the building has been stuck in this elevator. That’s what it’s there for, I think. It’s a kind of trap. It waits for you to be late for something. It waits for you to be exhausted from a night on the town. In desperate need of a bathroom. Alone with your worst enemy.  When you know you should have taken the stairs. 
We kick the doors. Pound them with our fists. There is no telephone. We really are alone. “We’re stuck!” we scream.
I almost want to add “Together!”  But I don’t, which is polite of me. 

I’m not sure who’s idea it is to hold our breath…No, we have the idea simultaneously, don’t we? It’s a challenge handed down by the gods. Two heroes must face each other alone. We both know this implicitly. A contest is in order. It only takes seconds to discuss. 
We count to three, our voices falling on top of each other, and we exchange solemn glances like two skiers about to drop off the rim of a treacherous mountain. Then, all at once, the air is cut off. We are holding our breath. 
I can see dead flies trapped in the light fixture above us, they give the illusion of movement every time the light bulb flickers. 
 The temperature is rising. Seconds move like hours. We look at the ceiling. We look at the doors. We look at our shoes. 
We look at anything but each other, since we both are cheating.

Guilt tickles the inside of my breastplate every time I sneak a sip of air, but I don’t mind. I feel low, but I tell myself that my enemy is no less pathetic. No man can hold his breath this long.  

The contest continues for hours, possibly days, the two of us hunched opposite each other in the silent corners of a flickering box, with nothing but a dark empty shaft above and below. No one is officially breathing. Technically, we’re both dead. The lights stop flickering and everything goes black.    
But we are breathing. Secretly, we snort and sip tiny breaths of air. We strain our muscles to be silent as we breathe. We muffle our breaths with our shirtsleeves. We pretend not to hear each other. Time grinds on. Then, it hits me: EVENTUALLY YOU WILL BE HOLDING THE SAME BREATH.


We are breathing the same air, I think. Right now, my worst enemy and I are sitting across from one another in the dark, pretending to hold the same air molecules in our cheeks. We are breathing each other’s breath. We could go on sharing breath until we drifted away completely, I think. I am forced to realize that our bodies are made of the same elements, out of atoms that might share electron particles. I remember learning this in high school. Covalent bonds, or something like that. And the elevator, I think, and the building, and the city. Everything is made out of the same tiny stuff, interwoven like hairs on a piece of Velcro. The floor of the elevator is a thin skin between my buttocks and the rest of the universe and I am scared of falling through the skin, down into the pores of something too big for me to even name, much less understand. 
I am falling. The wires have snapped and we are falling through the universe and it occurs to me that we will hit something at some point, but whatever it is seems so far away that I just tell myself to lie back and enjoy the sensation of falling, everything will be okay until it’s not, and then…
I hear a loud snap and the doors open like a pair of enormous jaws. White light floods in. My ears ring with laughter. With giggles.  

There is a dusty halo surrounding three girls – part of an experimental dance collective - that just moved into a studio down the hall from mine, and our Property Manager, Big Phil, who is smoking a cigar and holding a rusty crowbar. The girls look nervous, giggling. “Are you all right?” Someone gushes. “You guys were in there for like forty-five minutes…” 

I want to correct her, but I don’t get a chance to. “Probably about that,” Big Phil says. “I was riding on it a little less than an hour ago. Seemed fine then. Gonna close it off for the rest of the day now.” He reaches in and offers me his hand but I don’t want to look weak in front of my enemy and stand up without taking it. Neither of us is gasping. No one is out of breath. 
We are both liars and we know it. We don’t look at each other. There can be no winner when both of us are losers. As we step out of the sunken elevator, our skin brushes against each other’s. We trade sweat.  I feel like a pair of anchovies being plucked from a tin. 
We each say thank you to Big Phil and head to the stairs. I walk in front and think I can feel his eyes on the back of my head. We clunk down four flights of steps, one in front of the other, not talking. By the time we get to the bottom, I can’t help but notice the syncopation of our steps echoing in the stairwell.  We have a steady rhythm going between us. It’s almost musical.
I cannot wait for it to stop. 
 We exit the building in silence and instinctively walk in opposite directions. We’ve been forced to bond against our will and it feels shameful, like rape. I squeeze the event into a mushy spot near the back of my head and set off to find a distraction. I am trying not to think about anything. Sometimes you just need an enemy to face off with as an alternative to facing yourself.  
