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After parking the Mazda, we walk the short distance to the mall entrance. You are wearing the Brooks Brothers pinstripe suit and the too-white shirt, looking dashing for me, boiling for me. A sweaty young James Spader in that twisted movie about car crashes. This morning as I was getting ready, I considered wearing jeans. But we both are, were, morally opposed to jeans for a date at the movies. In the end I chose the long teal dress. I am glad I did.

Up the escalator, the stained-glass dome shrouds the food court in a faint cyan. Behind the fast food outlets, outside the glass, a heron nest perches on the enormous building spire. We head into the theater. You get me a boba tea, even though you don’t believe in it, and at last compliment me. It took you a while.

“When was the last time we came to the movies, twenty-seventeen maybe?” you ask.

“Sounds about right. It’s been a while. Those were the good times.”

I remember. There was a time when movies were a thing, before their relegation to living rooms. Back when I was so into us, when we lived for the never-ending long weekends, playing with fire, perfecting the rhythm method, defying the odds of getting pregnant. You were obsessed with difficult puzzles and silly nicknames.

“Remember that you used to call me Baby-lamb?”

“Not really, did I?”

Ouch.

“Yes, all the time. I’d reply that lambs are already babies. You drove me crazy with the nickname.”

“And you never said anything? Ten years later you come clean that you don’t like a nickname?”

Arghhh. I never said I didn’t like the nickname, I said it drove me crazy.

I made a promise to Pa not to argue over nothing, but these days it’s just too difficult.

 

When I was seven, Pa used to tell me stories. How in the old times in Poland, before the war, the villagers’ teeth were sabers, much longer than those of baboons and chimps. How their food was so tough. According to him, that’s how he, along with everyone in the family, developed big canines. I miss Pa. Old Spice smell and all. As I got older, and as he got closer to leaving us, the stories turned darker and more somber. He was obsessed with beaches riddled with shrapnel. Shells, cylinders, cones. Utah, Omaha, Gallipoli. He knew enough about belligerence to make me promise him I was to steer away from it. I keep breaking my vow.

 

“C’mon man, it was just a silly nickname, it meant nothing, let’s relax a bit,” I say.

“Man? I am man now?”

What about bro then? Would that work? No man for you? Is it because you only ever dress well for a therapy date?

“Let’s get some air y’know. Remember the counselor, the thing she told us about putting our own oxygen mask first? How about we do that? We can always go to the box office and find a later session.”

“The counselor? The Dutch lady? She is a con!” he says.

This is not looking good at all.

“Well, I need some air anyway. I will be at Zara. You deal with the ticket refund, this is on you, buddy.”

I take the escalator down. You reproach me for leaving, throw the tickets on the floor, and pretend to walk away, but I guarantee that you’ll follow me downstairs.
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Halfway down the escalator, above me, the cyan dome is gone. A flock of waterfowl, thirty strong at least, coming from the south, cuts across the view. Pink dots against a nasty yellow-grey sky. You’d swear that tropical birds are meant to fly south from Arkansas to Antarctica, but I am sure they migrate north to the lakes. I watch them until they are gone from my sight. Once they are gone—and along with them, all beauty—I am on my own. I enter the landfill.

 

Down here, the earth is colored like old ground teeth. I touch it; it bites, ha. Enamel, unexploded ordnance, and vitrified sand melted in a vast solar crucible. Blunted, tumbled, crushed into place by gusts, by salt and tears. The grit gets stuck in the escalator balustrade, causing constant mini explosions, forcing me to head into the wasteland. How long will it take to get out this time? Labor Day tomorrow, I better brace for a long, tortuous weekend. Last time I was deposited away, it took four days to exit, and it’s only getting worse.

The landfill will do what the landfill will. It’ll throw me around, it’ll toy with me. It knows me as a recidivist, and it banks on my fall. It’s been seven years, and I keep coming back.

The date get-up makes no sense now, it’s all ruined anyway. The dress is creased and turns into a heavy sail in the harsh wind. Heels dig into the ground, ladders catch the sharp sand. If only I’d gone with my instinct that it’d happen again today, I would’ve at least worn the old Diesels, the Birks, a cap. I’d have packed supplies too.

There is nothing to do down here but drag along like a pathetic cougar, heading back to her sad one-bedroom apartment after losing at the races. Fascinator and all. No matter how many miles I trudge, how long I walk, the horizon refuses to get closer. Stubborn, obstinate, unreachable.

There is only pushing deeper and further in, until something breaks, until exhaustion breeds strength, until darkness forces me, us, to return upstairs.
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Isn’t it sad that in anticipation of our date, I napped?

I should have clicked when I dreamed of you fishing in the Galleria. In my dream you were quite the fisherman, catching koi in the pond under the escalators. Orange, magenta, metal-white, red, blue-gray. You claimed to know all their names in kanji. What a nerd.

You were trying to convince me that the koi were too heavy to swim in the wild, fattened on popcorn and Oreos. Underwater piñatas unable to survive elsewhere. You were so good at making stories up. You still are. Their colors coming from the coins that people threw in the fountain. The fish in the pond’s West End being silver and platinum like quarters; copper and red in the east.

I woke as you were about to eat the head of a black-and-red female you’d snagged by the belly. She was full of eggs.

 

A crab emerges from the crushed enamel. Body, head, claws, antennas, entangled in a green fishing line. It doesn’t sidle as it should. Poor thing, a crab not moving sideways is a bad sign. It struggles to get traction, its claws not made to move over the landfill, let alone wrapped in nylon.

I crouch. I don’t know a thing about crustaceans, but I am certain the crab is a male. He blinks back with his funky eyes, about to disappear into the ground, but hesitates for a long second—enough for me to get hold of the fishing line. I may only have a minute or so to unravel the mess before it’s irreversible. Is a crab walking forward reversible anyway? Is it best to put him out of his misery? To pull on the line? To rip him in two?

I tug the line. I tell myself that I need to eat, that crab would be a fine meal anywhere in the world, but here and now, chances are I’d only puke it up. I can’t keep food down yet; that will be tomorrow or Tuesday, when I’m back at work.

There is an order to the landfill. Thirst, hunger, blindness, blisters. (Or is it blisters, then blindness? Close enough.)

Truth is, I savor the sensation of reeling the crab in, watching the sand stick to his eyes, unable to wipe it away. Struggling tractionless against the ground. I bathe in the violence. I tease just enough to feel him resist. To gauge his strength. It’s sickening. I’m ashamed, it’s all a shame.

After resisting, not sure for how long—three minutes, maybe, time is a blur in this place—the crab gives up and I extract it. The line is cutting deep into its belly, and he’s leaking blue out of the cracked shell. The sun is relentless, it burns my neck. I am getting thirsty, his warm blood will have to do. I pull it off the earth, the crab is mine.

I grab with both hands. The cobalt-blue blood doesn’t mix with mine, it has a different density, oil-based maybe. I do my best to untangle him, it will take a while to work the line loose from his body, to set him free. He is bruised everywhere and is suffering too. Limp, so very weak. Weakness is the most shocking inside a shell. He is well past scuttling away, and though his instinct is to bite, he knows I am trying to help. After spending time in the landfill, it’s not that easy to accept help, least of all from your victor.

The crab bites my forearm with both claws. I find it cute, until I don’t. He doesn’t let go. It latches onto me, he’s hungry. There is an order to the landfill, and he is ahead of me.

I grab his claws, attempting to pry them open with all my one-hand might. It’s futile. He dares me to bite him. Pushes me, pushes me, pushes me until I can’t take it anymore. I dig my teeth around his head to make him let go of my arm. He doesn’t flinch. He’s more willing to have his head torn off than let me go. The hard shell of a well-weathered male crab.
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An undertow hoists the crab back into the ground. I am one with crab, at least my forearm is, its claws are buried in my flesh now, encrusted in me. Bone-deep. We are both being reeled in. The line is only thin nylon, but it’s vicious. I grab it, try to snap it, it won’t. It cuts through my fingers, red blood soaks into the sand, tanning it. I let go of the thread, the crab doesn’t let go of me. I am his, he is mine, but we are both someone else’s.

Sifted into the ground, I am engulfed chest-high. The grains are sharp, tearing my tights, annoying micro-cuts on my legs. I won’t get blisters yet. Blisters follow blindness, I think. Caught, foiled in, anchored to my waist with a creature latched to my forearm. The dress turns out to be a blessing, who would’ve thought. It has the power to stop me from sinking any further; it helps me keep my head above the ground. I’m more than halfway buried.

 

In the distance a man in a suit, operating a cable-drum. He is the person winching me in. We are at a four-way stalemate. An impasse of sorts. Man, crab, forearm, ground. Even if the crab got cut in half, it’d still be a stalemate. Man-in-a-suit-with-a-winch keeps half the animal. Anchored-me-in-a-teal-dress keeps the other half: the half integral to my forearm. We are all at a loss anyway. Tangled up and overdressed. Too in it to let go.

 

“Stubborn bitch.”

Isn’t it funny that a weak man has the gall to call me a bitch? He’s the bitch. The bitch with the winch.

“CALLING ME A BITCH NOW ARE YOU? YOU MUST BE JOKING. AT LEAST I AIN’T A BITCH BEHIND A WINCH!” I yell.

“What did you say?”

“I called you a bitch. A bitch behind a winch. Pretty sad that a skinny-ass grown-up man needs a spool to reel me in.”

“Oh well, it didn’t need to be this way at all,” he says.

 

He cranks on the cable-drum lever. Again! The fucker. He winches me in. My back scrapes against the sharp ground. Definitely baited. After all this time I should know better, I should be a pro at this, there should be nothing new to catch me with. Am I bait myself? Am I prey? I still have some pride left. Outside this place I’m the apex predator, not bottom of the food chain. That is a fact. I need a deep bath, another fact.

Sirens wail in the distance.
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A siren, lights, a sentinel on patrol this far in the wasteland. First thing he tells us is that we are not free to leave—not that we could anyway, there is an order to the place. He asks us how we made it this far. I tell him that the man in the suit reeled me in, the man in the suit claims he did because I called him a bitch. I confirm I did.

The sentinel separates us, makes notes in a small notepad, runs our social security numbers and our address through his computer. We both realize that no matter what, we’ll end up being taken away, at least overnight. Tears will roll. Blisters will sprout, burst, heal, leave scars.

 

I promised Pa no belligerence. I promised us not to reel you in. You promised the same. I cannot let myself cry. Not yet.

 

We are transported away from the landfill and across a plaza: a baby goat by a fire pit, a squadron of sentinels in old French uniforms, a lamb shawarma food truck, a numismatic shop selling Plan B, a milliner at a Singer sewing machine. Everyone wears disposable high-fashion clothes. Most are distracted by their phones. A few sip boba tea, others hang on to 20 oz cold coffees. I can’t believe that we are going to spend another long weekend behind the barricades.

We go through the boom gate, pass the garrison accommodation, and enter a sterile building. The four commissioners built the compound with tall, impenetrable walls. Hoardings made of stainless steel, concrete, and thick greenish glass. Inside the facility, the smell of piss and musk. The clanking of metal.

A strict chain of custody follows until we are well inside. We are separated, I go with the women, you go with the men.

I’m told to wear a clean pink coverall and slippers. I put my clothes and jewelry in a large Tupperware tub with my name on it. I hate to think that they will ruin my dress, or even worse, give it to the milliner. It’s a good dress. My favorite. A woman checks my limbs, takes pictures. I have minor bruises and a nasty gash where the crab clung, but overall, I’m complete. I’m glad the crab is gone, and that I’ve lost the weight equivalent to the claw. I’m led inside a rough cage, a ghost cage.

I wish that I could open your cell, that you could open mine, but this is now beyond us.

 

I am so tired and lie down. The concrete slab digs into my flesh but I’m asleep within seconds. Sleep these days comes at a premium. Fidgeting, tossing and turning, the spins, all the way to truly out-there feverish dreams. This time you and I were wading in dinner party clothes, chin-deep inside the once-reflective pool at the National Mall. Wrapped in poisonous algae. Our skin turned cyan. Does cyanide come from cyan?

 

I wake up. It’s Labor Day, my neck hurts, my hips kill me, my forearm is tumid. I haven’t slept well since Friday. I’m desperate to leave; it’s five in the morning and my work shift is at three. I must keep my job.

After some time the sentinel opens my cell and takes me to a common area. You are there already. Your pinstripe suit is wrinkled, your shirt is no longer too-white. Pit stains.

After a summons and an unsolicited lecture, we are given our things back, sign out, and are allowed to leave.

 

“Did you sleep at all?”

“Off and on. Not great.”

What else could you ask? What else am I going to say? That’s the extent of support we can give each other for now. The counselor strongly advised us to take care of ourselves first. I want to help you, it makes me sad I can’t. I’m weak, I’m starving, I have blisters.

 

We cross the boom gate and walk for some time, careful not to say much. We’ve been told to keep quiet. I am back wearing the stupid heels, they’re so uncomfortable.

“Sorry about the bruises,” your voice breaks.

“I’ll be alright. Shame about the forearm, though…” I point to my previously crab-encrusted, now-blue arm.

“We’ll need to get to that before it gets worse. Everything festers here.” You grab my hand.

After three days, we need a shower and a change of clothes. Our eyes are swollen, your pinky won’t stop twitching. The bald spot on the crown of your head has grown. If we don’t do something about this soon, you will end up looking like a young friar. I don’t tell you that.
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We leave the compound behind and head back. We walk past half of the crab’s carcass, the unused movie tickets, the fishing line. The landfill seems a lot less vast than when I entered it.

We have been trespassed. We won’t be escorted all the way by the cops, but must exit the premises via the most direct route. We reach the bottom of the escalator and head up. The blue dome is back, behind it the spires, the heron nest. The shops are still closed.

We must deal with the obvious first: walk about a mile south to the mall admin office along IH-10, sixteen lanes of traffic the size of a small country. It reminds me that we dreamt of moving back to Saint Paul to live on acreage. I want to remind you of our dreams a few years back, but now isn’t the time for reminiscing, for long-term planning, for real estate talk.

We get to the parking booth and brace for the worst, play stupid with the clerk, and ask for the overnight parking fee, for the weekend long-term rate, for forgiveness. He agrees to a lost ticket charge plus three full days. A hundred and seventy dollars, not terrible. Last time the Mazda got towed.

 

We head back. You stop at the fish pond at the mall entrance, make up a story about the fish being colorful U-boats. I can’t believe you have the energy for it. Aren’t you tired? Maybe that’s how you decompress, how you show me you care. How you put your own oxygen mask on first, as per the counselor’s advice.

You baptize the fish with German names. Call the blonde one Merkel, then the rest: Audi, Özil, Schalke 04, Kundera.

“Kundera is German?” I ask.

“Yes, from Stuttgart.”

“Right.”

I am positive that Kundera is Czech, but I am not going back to the landfill over a stupid fish.
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