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Dave Mallach / The Rock and the Wheel/
	Captain Evangeline Laguerre Dubose could take responsibility for her mistakes. But today, forgetting for the first time in her nine years on the job that it was payday, she wished she had someone else to blame. She thought she could make up some time by cutting through LaGuardia Airport’s back alleys. But they were as jammed as the rest of north Queen’s streets and avenues. Three thousand jail guards were ahead of her, all trying to make their way to the Rikers Island bridge. In opposing lanes of traffic, she saw colleagues who had already collected their checks. They were just as stuck as she, but they were using their time behind the wheel studying their paystubs, verifying payment for every last minute of overtime endured. 
 An unmarked Corrections sedan pulled rank on her by hitting its lights and sirens and driving on the sidewalk. She slammed her steering wheel and pushed down on her horn harder and longer than anyone around her. It brought no joy or effect, as the jets passing less than one hundred feet overhead drowned her out. Forget being early, now she was unlikely even to be on time. And if Rodriques beat her to work by even ten minutes, she’d be out real money. By the time she got to park her car outside the Inmate Property office it was oh-eight-hundred hours on the dot. All her alone-time was gone. Now, both on time and late, she punched in and hung her coat on the only wooden hanger in the closet, marked “Evie.” Then she called her husband.
“I’m in, Doudou. Late. You didn’t remind me it was payday.”  
“It’s Thursday?”
“Yesterday was Wednesday.”
“The days, they run together for me.” 
“I know, Ernest.”  Reaching across her desk she tore of the latest printout from DOCCOM. A quick look gave her something to celebrate.  “Well, at least you have our mailman on the first of the month.” 
“Disability, we be grateful for small… anyway, I’m leaving now.”

“Early, non? No car service?”
 “I need some air. Gonna take the D train.” 

	With the news of Rodrigues’ assignment of in-service training at the Academy today, Evie took four happy steps across the trailer’s rotting plywood floor and unlocked the door to the lab. Locking the door behind her, she took a deep breath and made her usual good-morning bow towards a faded poster taped over testing table. It had hung there, she was sure, longer than she had been an officer. The poster was dominated by the image of a large yellow cube, measuring sixty feet high, deep and long. A crude symbol of a muscular black man stood next to it, and above man and cube were the words All The Gold in the World. Beneath them were three simple sentences: Gold is indestructible; All the gold ever mined is still in existence; and, It has been recycled countless times.
Evie believed in recycling. 
Rodrigues had left the lab in good shape at the end of his last shift. While she had no reason to doubt his honesty (beyond the usual temptations of opportunity), or his test of the Figaro, regulations required that a supervisor at the rank of Captain or above the confirm his tests. Evie unlocked the safe and slid out a black felt tray from its top shelf. They’d been seeing more of these necklaces lately. Their heavy, flattened-link gold chains seemed popular with both men and women. Laying it out along the ruler screwed to the desk’s surface, it measured out at exactly as Rodrigues had logged it in - thirty inches long. Tossing it gently in her hand, she guessed it would come to a touch under two ounces. Rodrigues had it logged at one tenth of an ounce over.

The test Kit – four bottles of nitric acid and a flat, black rectangular stone of natural obsidian – looked in good order.  She checked the fluid levels of each bottle, into which were etched the numbers 10, 14, 18, and 24. Then she rubbed a link of the chain across the obsidian block. She liked this part of the test, the way the gold left a soft, milky-white line on the obsidian. It reminded her of half-washed away chalk drawings on the Bronx streets of her late childhood. She snugly fit a pair of protective goggles and a mask to her face and poured four thin lines of acid, one from each bottle, across the white line. They frequently had jewelry come in the shape of a fish skeleton, and that’s what her black and white drawing looked like. After a few seconds a slight cloud of steam began to rise from the spot where the fourth acid line crossed the fish’s spine. After a full minute, that spot disappeared in full. Rodrigues’ logbook entry was right: 24 karats.  At Wednesday’s close-of-market price - and Evie could almost hear the gears whirling in her head – 2.1 ounces came to $3,950. 
She took the the necklace into the trailer’s bathroom and before its mirror unbuttoned the top of her uniform shirt. She then removed a different thirty-inch Figaro from around her neck. This one, of gold-plated 10 karat, cost her $162 at a distant Brooklyn pawn shop. Minus a 3% transaction fee, Evie calculated her profit to be $3,831. Wearing the 24 karats now, turning her shoulders a bit left and right, she had to agree with Ernest. 24 karats really did bring out the deepest green in her eyes.
“Ak senkant santim,” she said aloud. 
And fifty cents.

Children in the mountains of eastern Haiti spoke only their parent’s Creole. French was taught only in the private schools around Cape-Haitien, and English was reserved for Port-au-Prince’s most expensive academies. So, when Evie was thrown into English in the fourth grade at Mott Avenue’s P.S. 114, she landed hard.. Even now, more than twenty years later, coming up with the right words could take time. Especially when tired or stressed.  But math she considered to be her first language. The Figaro would put them at 71% towards their goal. Swiveling her chair around to look out the lab’s window, she voiced aloud her most pressing observation. 
“God damn, three rounds of IVF is expensive.” 

Evie often thought that if Rikers were ever to shut down, bless the day, her water view would be almost priceless. She particularly treasured her little-girl views on snowy winter nights, where tucked in between the lights of the Throggs Neck and Whitestone Bridges she felt as if she were peeking out from within a Christmas tree. A tree which was for her, wholly, a Bronx phenomenon. There was not a single church or school in her village of Bodarie.  She would not share with many Americans, and no white Americans, that her childhood dreams were often interrupted by the sounds of Voodoo drums coming from higher up the mountain. That just about all Voodoo practice related to folk medicine - the only medicine to be found within twenty miles - was a fact she would share more freely. So, Evie’s first exposure to Christmas came on Arthur Avenue. This, a few months after her mother’s death from TB. And after her father arranged her foster life with a business partner in New York. Evie marveled at all the time and energy her foster family devoted to Christmas. About which, more than anything, she loved the weeks of alone-time in her room, hand-coloring the wrapping paper for gifts under the tree. 
 Trees, sizable trees, did not exist in the eroded mountains around Bodarie.  Whatever wood they came across, or smuggled in from across the Dominican border, was too valuable to ornament. They buried it. And when Evie whined to her mother about all the work involved, the scavenging, the digging and hauling, she’d get a slap full of meaning.
“Chabon pa kraze, Evangeline.”  It was with these words, that ‘charcoal doesn’t bruise,’ that her mother commenced the digging every new fire pit.  Annelise Laguerre was known in Bodarie as the woman whose talents could feed the entire village. At times, there was enough extra to help even the poorer village to their south. But more often the excess would rot. No one in their province could find a way to get their only possible cash crop - mangoes - to market profitably.  The markets of Port-au-Prince were a twelve-hour truck ride away; a pitching, jarring, river-fording fifty miles.  Mango’s bruised too easily to survive. And in early summer, when downpours washed down gouged-out mountainsides, when rivulets became creeks, and creeks became unbridged rivers, people would bruise too. 
Annelise knew all the best spots, the places to dig down through two feet of rich, loamy soil to find a layer of thick clay.  After laying their precious wood in that clay, Annelise would start her fire. When it grew to full roar, she would cover the pit with sheet of corrugated iron. It fell to Evie to shovel in a final, covering layer of soil.  After two days and nights of smoldering, Annelise’s oxygen-deprived fire would alchemize wood into charcoal. On day four it became eight-year-old Evie’s job to dig up the cooled briquets and bring them home in a basket atop her head. That could take four trips up, down and across Bodarie’s hillsides.

In daylight the Bronx’s unlit bridges were unremarkable. Two screaming seagulls fought over washed-up garbage on the shoreline, turning Evie’s mood to mean. There would be no Christmas for Ernest this year, not without a donor. Fairness, as a thing owed specifically to her, didn’t mean much to Evie. She did not expect fairness, and only asked for it when she saw a more than reasonable chance it would be given.  Shit happens.  The trick was how you deal with it. How many compromises you’d have to make, and at what cost, to keep a soul partially intact.   But fairness towards the people she loved - to a twenty-five-year-old mother coughing up blood, to a forty-two-year-old husband who wouldn’t see forty-three – these things could turn her ferocious. 
Ernest deserved a kidney because he held them together, he kept the faith through the searing disappointments of their childlessness. And he always put Evie first. It was he, when first diagnosed with acute kidney failure, that apologized to her. “This isn’t what you signed up for, Evie.”
“What a stupid thing to say, Ernest. I signed up for you.” 
“I’m not that you.” 
“For better and worse, Doudou.”

Their shift of priority from IVF to donor waiting lists was rough. They got through this as they got through most things in the latter years of their marriage. It came down to the application of Ernest’s Golden Rule. The rule that got them through their life on the wheel.  
“It’s not hard,” he said. This at the end of the breakup/makeup phase of their second year. “Whoever cares more, wins.”
It was hard, for Evie. Nothing important in life, she was sure, could be left to something so simple.
“Why is that all there is? Your way, whoever’s hotter, whoever yells louder, they win, wi? 
“Yes. Because they should win. How many fights have we had where we both cared exactly the same? Almost always, somebody cares more.”
 “You can care more than me, and still be dead-wrong, non? Explain that, Doudou.” 
“Don’t be wrong, then. Find the time, make the time, to think it through. Until then, what I’m saying, not everything that can be said must be said. Wait for a quieter time, a better place.”
His last point, she liked.  “But when all is said and done, when we talked the talk and walked the walk, and it’s still a tie?”
“A dead-tie? How many dead-ties you think we are gonna see in this marriage?”
“Trust me, more than we want.” 
“That’s my point, Evie. Maybe not, if we do the work. Give in, both of us. Compromise along the way. That’s money in the bank, you know? They sit there, they earn interest. They wait for the day we really need them. To get us through the dead-ties.” 

Evie slid open the bottom drawer of her desk and grabbed a small mirror. She wouldn’t, but wished she could keep it. Putting the mirror back, she weighed the weight of the word. ‘Compromise’ didn’t have the same meaning for each of them. For Ernest, compromise was a gift.  For Evie, it was a cost. Nine years on Rikers left little room in her for any other meaning in that word.  Compromise was the cost of the deal you made with the world every time you crossed that fucking bridge. 
Her Rabbi said that the bridge’s physical connection to Queens was meaningless. Technically, legally, Rikers was part of the Bronx. It was the Bronx District Attorney’s office, so much more competent than its Queens counterpart, that had jurisdiction over C.O. Use of Force prosecutions.  It was inmate-friendly Bronx juries that could decide that C.O.’s themselves end up behind bars. And only the Bronx, her Rabbi said - not the islands of Manhattan, Queens, Brooklyn or Staten Island - was directly connected to the rest of America. It was this last point, the geographic connection that drove Evie to her place of no return. A place where even Ernest could not reach her.
“Recycling? You expect a Bronx D.A. to accept that?  A Bronx jury to cut you that slack? Sooner or later, Evangeline, someone’s gonna drop a dime on you. One of your own people, probably. Or the NYPD will look at their books and figure out the what’s what.”
“Fuck NYPD,” she yelled. Every Thursday the local precinct would send a squad car over to pick up Rikers’ abandoned property. City Hall didn’t trust Corrections to run a clean auction.  They gave it NYPD – like they weren’t doing their own recycling - and the funds went to their Widows and Orphans fund. Like DOC didn’t have their own. 
“You’re losing it again, Evie.”
“Don’t get in my way on this. Fuck the Bronx. Fuck America. They owe me. And they owe you even more. The PD don’t prevent crime, you know that. You, me, we keep crime off the streets. We’re the ones that make America livable. But we get slashed, stabbed, shanked?  We carry this country on our backs, wi? They gotta own that truth. You’re worried about a jury?  I’ll tell those motherfuckers the same thing. What they owe. Trust me, Ernest, I’ll walk. Probation at worst.” 
“Is it worth the stress, baby?”
“I don’t care. Because I care more.” 
A sounding foghorn brought Evie’s attention back outside, where a tugboat was towing a chain of garbage barges. Night and day, seven days a week, these barges passed halfway between Queens and the Bronx. Their crews had to be living their own version of the wheel, she was sure. On Rikers that meant five days of eight to four’s, followed by five days of four to midnight’s. And then, finally, came the midnight to eight’s.  The wheel destroyed just about every Rikers marriage Evie and Ernest knew.
She left the Inmate Property trailer at four and headed to her OT shift at the Rabbi’s office. It was her favorite post, these desk-bound four to midnight’s. She loved managing the jail’s OT hours. Any dope could handle the basic reports, the simple OT hours spent. But looking forward – planning for coverage of every single 24/7 post in the jail, no matter the bang-ins and approved days off - that was hard in even the smaller jails.  And the larger the jail, the bigger the goodie basket. And the Rabbi loved his goodie basket. How could he not? Its cache of hidden hours siphoned from the City budget. How else could he reward extra effort on his secret projects? How else could he pay for his extra-curricular favors asked? 
Evie had ideas, mostly unshared. What could be stolen by some could be saved by others. She had a plan, one that could save the City almost two million dollars a year. She sat on it, saved it for a time and a place she could get full credit for it. And like the rest of her career, it would all be due to Ernest. 

“We gotta get you out of inmate contact,” he told he after the wedding. 
“I’m tough,” she answered. “You see it, you hear it. They don’t fuck with me.” 
“Oh, you’re the lion, are you? Queen of the beasts?”
“As a matter of fact,...”
“Tough don’t do it. The lions, even they lay down for the water buffaloes. Size is everything, Evie. And you don’t got any.”
Evie was short, but solid. She walked the corridors of Rikers with the toes pointing outward a bit. She had a kind of swagger that masked her height, that took up more space. Inmates moved aside for her. But Ernest cared more.
Evie started simple and basic with a data entry post. When her Captain saw what she could do, he moved her up to Meal Service accounting. She stalled there for a full year until Ernest told her she was ready for her next stage.  “I can only take you so far,” he said. “We gotta get you some real weight. Someone with juice.  We gotta get you a Rabbi. To make you a son-son.”
A Rabbi could reach down and rise up. Someone to take an active interest in a career.  Every Rabbi already had a real son, of course. Yes, they took care of him best, first and always. Even if - especially if – he was a fuckup. But right after him, second in line for attention and protection, came the son-son. 
“What about a daughter-daughter?” Evie asked.
“That’s incest, baby. No, daughters are son-son’s, too. 
“And do the son-son’s sleep with their Rabbi?” 
“It’s not a job requirement.” 
Evie started with an Assistant Deputy Warden in Personnel. She blew past him pretty quickly and found a Full Dep at the Belleview Prison Psychiatric Ward. Moving up to Warden took her four years. Within a year she was running his whole office. Which was to say she was not too far from running his whole jail.
Evie made Captain at only twenty-seven years old. Ernest said “Don’t ease up, baby. You could go all the way - ADW, Dep, even Warden by the time you’re forty. Look higher. City Hall, the politicians speak your language. Dollars and cents. Use that. Commissioner by fifty? The first woman Commish in department history? Dream high, aim high, Evie.” She did.  And on long nighttime shifts, sitting in a Control Room watching inmates sleep, she would imagine headlines that she shared with no one, not even Ernest: “Mayor Evangeline Laguerre Dubose - First Haitian Mayor in America!” 
Anything was possible.

Just an hour into her shift Tsu, their family doctor, beeped her. Evie moved to the Warden’s desk and returned his call. “Evie, your physical the other day. We have to talk.”
Relieved it wasn’t Ernest news, she said simply “Talk.”
“You are pregnant.” Evie, pushed back and swallowed up by the Warden’s oversized chair, failed at inhaling. The pain came on so hard, so unexpectedly, that she thought she might pass out. She missed her mother to the point of agony. 
“Are you there, Evie?”
“Yes. That’s not…. wait. Really pregnant?”
“Yes, really. I’ll give you a minute to absorb this?” 
“No, I got it. I got it. I..”
“Evie,” Tsu interrupted.  “There’s a complication.”
“The baby, already?”
“No, Ernest.”

After Tsu finished stammered his way through all the implications, Evie took his news, all of Tsu’s news, as just one more thing that America would have to make up to them. “This defies probability,” Tsu said. “I’ve spoken with nephrology. This sort of thing, a direct spousal match, this happens only once or twice a year in all of the United States.” 
 “I can save him?” she asked. There’s still time?”
It’s uh, complicated. But the thing is…” Tsu hesitated, and then his words tailed off altogether. 
“Tell me.”
“The thing is pregnant women cannot be donors.”

From the Warden’s desk and through the Warden’s windows Evie could see only one of the Bronx bridges. Its nighttime lights led away from her to the north before disappearing into low clouds. It was not so much how to tell Ernest the news.  It was, in what order?
About the sex, about the Rabbi, he’d settle down. It might take a few days, but he’d be ok. They used to laugh about Ernest had bought into Evie’s ‘First Rule of Love and Sex’ early on. That sex was just sex. It didn’t have to mean shit, if your heart stayed pure. Just a physical thing, sex, the best way to blow off stress. Life on The Rock, life on The Wheel, the quick naps in your car between shifts; Husbands and wives waving at each other from opposite lanes on the Rikers bridge; Long notes on the refrigerator. What could you do? There was a reason why the union’s waiting list for alcohol treatment was seven month’s long. But she and Ernest weren’t drinkers. And drugs? Random drug tests and the costs of lost pensions kept that in check for most people. But sex? That simple distraction and release? Well, Rikers was one big playground. And sex, so sadly, so undeservedly, was beyond Ernest these last few years. Well, penetration at least. He would understand. She would get him to understand. But the rest of the news? The choice they had to make?
  She had this image of their marriage, a kind of separate thing. There was he, she, and the marriage itself. And the marriage was larger than its parts. She saw them as a huge tree - and what would six-foot-six, three-hundred-and-twenty-five-pound Ernest be other than a massive tree? A tree held and supported by thick vines that wrapped upwards, hugging its trunk, cradling its heavier branches. And this tree, yes, it was nourished by money. Their life of steady triple doubles - three consecutive days and nights of double shifts, week after week - they were proud of what a community college graduate and a high school GED could build together. They were averaging a combined income of just over three hundred thousand dollars a year, pre-tax.  And Ernest, technically if not in actuality, was twelve years closer to retirement than she. With pensions based on average income over an officer’s last five years of work, a great retirement would have been in store. Ernest’s cousins kept pushing for Lowndes County, Georgia. A place where they could live like royalty. A place, they said, with soil that could grow just about anything. 
When the sun began to rise and the bridge’s light began to wink off, Evie thought, far from the first time, about how easily people threw around the expression ‘a life and death decision.’ What did they know about it?  Ernest almost killed someone once. The mope was lucky to have just been paralyzed. Evie, herself and alone, had cut down strung-up inmates twice in her time. One of them, a teenage girl.  A baby’s life, her first Christmas; A healthy man’s next Christmas, these were gifts too precious to squander.
The bridge was backed up on the shift change. Midway, at its highest point over Flushing Bay, the cars ahead of her came to a full stop. Looking off to the west, just five miles away, Evie could make out the very top floors of the World Trade Center. They sometimes talked about splurging on an anniversary dinner at its Windows on the World restaurant. Either way, she thought, that was not going to happen. She put her car in park and began to think about gifts. Of gifts offered and gifts received. And about that rarer and more complicated thing, of gifts rejected. By the time traffic started moving again she still hadn’t worked out how that could work.  

Ernest climbed up the stairs to the elevated D train with in a slow, three-step rhythm - Left foot up, right foot up, cane. It wasn’t a long wait, but the train was more crowded than he hoped for.  Entering its last car, he was disappointed to see that its rearmost seats were occupied. Other seats were available, but he waited for the next three stops until his seat opened up. Fourteen times over the next forty minutes the train’s doors opened and closed until he pulled himself up from his seat. But when the train door slid open at the Morris Park station, when he saw, directly across the platform, a mosaic sign pointing the way to Montefiore Hospital, he froze. A kind of electric buzzing started in his stomach, along with a nausea that left a metallic taste in his mouth. He stood in place until the doors closed again, and he returned to his seat. He lost track of time and place until the conductor announced “Norwood Station, Bronx. Last stop. All off.”
Ernest walked to the end of the platform and looked over a horizon of patchwork rooftops. It was close to noon now, and the stronger sun reminded him that he forgot his hat and water bottle. Leaning over the wrought iron railing, fifty feet above street-level, the rooftops began to dance around in front of him, shuffling themselves like a table of domino’s. The D train was a mistake.  He thought about trying to find a taxi, but then an empty downtown D pulled in and he boarded its last car. He was pleased to get his usual seat. No one would get behind him on his trip home. He decided wouldn’t tell Evie about his missed dialysis appointment. He wouldn’t be able to explain it. But then he stopped thinking about it and began thinking of Reginald Spivey.

Ernest was not known to be a gentle man, but he was judicious. Epstein, his union lawyer in the Spivey case, had told him not to worry. “It’s a Federal case, not the Bronx. The feds know that cops know how to use their guns, C.O.’s, their hands. And anyway, you used neither. And no one died.”
“Just me,” thought Ernest.
Epstein specialized in CERT cases.  When Emergency Response Team beeper’s went off, when cryptic messages like “C-76, D Block, Barricade” appeared, officers from all the Rock’s ten jails raced like crash cart doctors to their assignment. They’d suit up in the main corridor - Kevlar vests, headgear, face masks and wooden batons. To that they’d add their personal gear, the hardware sold out of the back room of uniform supply stores across the city. The brass knuckles, the lead-weighted leather gloves and collapsible steel batons (lighter than the department-issue, with higher swing speeds), prosecutors could see these as lethal weapons. But Epstein said he’d take care of that. 
Ernest wasn’t supposed to be last man through the Door 27.  It was the Assistant Deputy Warden’s job to bring up the rear.  From there he could direct traffic, account for stray inmates. But mostly it was for the commanding view, a view to paint in the most positive light the after-action Use of Force reports when all was said and all was done.  But the ADW somehow disappeared when the word came, and Ernest didn’t realize that no one had his back.  The smaller, quicker C.O.s breached the door and stormed over and through barricades of busted furniture. Swinging their batons, they began to beat their way through inmate shields of folded chairs and stained mattresses. Seizing the middle of the dorm, they pushed the screaming, shank-bearing, piss-throwing inmates into the room’s corners. Corner’s where terms of surrender would be presented by the biggest man in the line. Ernest was good at this, the engineering of surrender. He had the voice for it, ironically. While his words were fierce, they came out of him in a surprisingly soft, breathy way. A way that pointed towards a more hopeful place.
“Here’s the deal,” Ernest said.  “Drop everything. Weapons and shields. Turn and play the wall. You don’t, when we’re almost done with you, there’s a gauntlet waiting for you in the main corridor.” Ernest lied about this last threat, as the warden of this jail didn’t believe in them. Anyway, gauntlets were one of those things more talked about than used – twenty-five C.O.’s lined up and down each side of the corridor, spaced out at eight-foot intervals. They were effective, of course.  Not many inmates could make it as far as the club last in line. But gauntlets took time and staff to set up. They were saved for hostage situations.
Reginal Spivey did not play the wall. With a boxcutter in one hand and shank in the other, he extended his arms out and inviting Ernest into his space. Ernest nodded at a still heavy-breathing officer standing off to Spivey’s side. And when Spivey turned in that direction, Ernest charged. Digging a shoulder into him, flattening him, landing atop him, Ernest heard something crack, and Spivey stopped moving. Before Ernest could rise or even roll over, a small inmate, a kid really, launched himself out of the shower room. He was quick, and agile, and moved easily around an overloaded C.O.  He ducked under the baton swing of another C.O. and dove headfirst onto Ernest’s back. As he slid forward along Ernest’s body he drove a ten-inch steel bed leg, roughly sharpened and double-barbed, up under the bottom of Ernest’s vest. It went in deep, twisting all the way. During the CERT team’s retreat, it took four C.O.s to lift and carry Ernest, face down to keep the shank in place. Two officers held this torso up under his arms while two more lifted his legs. The five of them couldn’t squeeze themselves through Door 27, and in their jostling Ernest got dropped to the floor. In the shortest of moments before passing out, Ernest had a last vision. It was of the sea-green eyes of his New Jack officer. 

Evie’s first look at Ernest, on her very first day, was through the bullet-proof glass of his Control Room.  His shaved head was massive. After buzzing her in he explained the ‘control’ in Control Room. How the screens, buttons and switches at this desk secured access to two inter-connected cell blocks of fifty inmates each. How his job was to keep an eye on his two “A” officers, one in each block. And how Evie would be his “Roving B.” That she would move from block to block every ten minutes, passing through the Control Room each time. Evie must have looked as small, young and terrified as she felt.
“No, no, no,” Ernest said. “This won’t do.” He stood up and pulled out his chair for her. “Sit here. For your next two shifts, you sit here. I will rove and you will watch. And listen.” Then he pointed to a red emergency alert button in the center of the control panel. “If you lose sight of me for more than a minute, pound that button.”
Ernest taught her all that the Training Academy did not.  Like keeping a bottle of Tabasco in her locker to make inedible jail food more edible. How to hold your keys in your pocket, out of sight, with each key interlaced upwards between your fingers. What records to keep and what accountant to use for taxes. And the big secret - What code word to use if she had to call in an Unusual Incident Report to Central Monitoring. Hearing the word ‘Unfriendly,’ the Deputy Warden in charge would turn off the off the tape recorders. 
In their first year together, they fought not at all. In their second year, living together, they fought about money. A lot. But over this last decade, guided by Ernest’s rule, there was little daylight between their aspirations. What bound them most tightly together in their starter years was sex, of course. But the deeper reflection of this passion was their dreams of children. Evie had miscarriages in years two and four. Both times Ernest was sure it would be a girl, choosing the same name each time. But after those sadnesses, nothing happened. In the end, their lives became ruled by the costs of IFV. 
Ernest was a good mechanic who could keep their beaters running at low cost. Beyond their honeymoon in Cabo, vacations were infrequent and local.  And of course, most of their meals were on the City’s dime. But they did rent a larger apartment than they needed. It was two-bedroom on the second floor of an older, two-story detached. The spare bedroom was Ernest’s study, but of course it would become the baby’s room. There was a full dining room (mostly just for show), and they even had a small balcony off their bedroom for Evie to smoke her Cool’s.  East Elmhurst wasn’t the safest neighborhood in Queens, so the rent was reasonable. Of course, as law enforcement officers they carried off-duty guns on the street, so they were not overly concerned about the neighborhood. So, after they came to terms about adoption, they put all their OT hours and hopes behind IVF.
 Ernest may have been more a touch more opposed to adoption that Evie at first, but she wasn’t that far behind him. Sixteen-hour days and nights of inmate contact brought them to the same place - There were so many bad seeds in the world. More men than women seeds, but why take the risk? But over time their postures changed a bit.  Ernest pulled more OT in the Women’s House than Evie, usually on Intake. And a time when crack was king in New York, Ernest saw that the women brought to Rikers lived and died with a new kind of destitute. It seemed to him they entered the system later than men, after having fallen so much further.  That wherever they belonged, the place almost none of them belonged was jail. But nevertheless, Evie and Ernest agreed that their child would come from their own seeds - with all the help medical science could provide - or not at all.   

The terms and conditions of their marriage blew up so quickly. In just a handful of sentences, with just three long pauses for comprehension, their life unraveled. Evie delivered Tsu’s news two steps inside their front door, holding in her hand a cheap shopping bag filled with dirty laundry from her locker. It was quite a while before she became aware that its rough plastic handle was cutting into the palm of her hand.  She dropped it to the floor and waited for Ernest to speak again. 
“You’re not going to ...”
“I can’t, Doudou. 
“And you can’t because...”
“I can’t,” she started.  “I can’t give up this baby’s life to ...”
“To what, Evie. Say it! To what?”
	“It’s her life or yours, Ernest. Can’t you see that?
	“I see a maybe baby and a flesh and blood husband.”

	Evie saw that they were out of practice, that the rubble of their marriage landed on them faster and higher than they could dig themselves out.   Over two days and nights their fight took on a living, breathing presence of its own. It was a monster that threw them from room to room. The worst of the worst, their loudest and ugliest words, came in their kitchen. The deeper, more smoldering times, their angriest silences, pushed them into their bedroom. And when they ran out of words and tactics, when they needed to regroup and rearm, they retreated to their own corners. Ernest, to his study and his books.  Evie, to her balcony and her Kool’s. It was here that she realized that they had forgotten their combat training.
	It was a proven fact. In street battles, shooters missed high and to the right. Officers had it drilled into them that in a street fight your first step was the most important step. A quick and decisive move to your left – the shooter’s right – as you crouch down and raise your gun and fire a full clip.  But in the kitchen, more than any other room, she saw that they were always locked in and down, frozen in place. So that every question, every plea, ricocheted directly back at them, word for mirrored word. But with each bounce their you’s and me’s becoming louder and more venomous. The neutral ‘you’ in “Why can’t you understand how much I need this?” would get come back at them with a thundering, screaming ‘YOU!’ And when their questions achieved a near-lethal venom, when the How can you deny this to me … Do you understand that this is my last chance … Do you see what it costs me to ask this of you exhausted all other questions, they were left, each of them, with a single demand: 
“You must give this to me.”

Ernest had begun to lean and wobble towards the end of their second day. Evie saw that his face had taken on a rough, chalky cast. They agreed to see where things stood, if at all, in the morning. And in the morning, with Ernest holding himself up against his study’s desk, Evie’s heart began to hurt in ways with which she had lost touch.
“You don’t look so good, Doudou.  I think I should call you an ambulance?” 
Ernest answered with a slow blink of glazed eyes.
“Can you hear me, Ernest?” 
“I can hear you,” he whispered.
“Did you skip dialysis this week?”
“I did.”
Evie took a step towards her husband, realized that from their opening salvo’s they had both feared standing too close to each other. 
“I’m so sorry. Can we, at least, hug?” 
“Please.” 
 Then Ernest gently moved Evie half a step back. Looking down into her eyes an undatable memory broke through to him. His life had both sped up and slowed down since entering Stage III. Memories had become less fixed in place and time, but the feeling itself was unchanged. With Evie’s eyes wholly centered in his view, his world began to move. The background of their lives together - the books on his shelves, the honeymoon photos on his desk, the diplomas on the walls, they all seemed to slowly zoom towards and then past him. They were in a movie, he thought. A Spike Lee movie. That thing he always did. Like with Brother Malcolm’s last walk towards his end at the Audubon Ballroom.  Where pike’s camera locked onto Denzel’s eyes and all of Harlem came through and past the screen. 

Ernest had spent years looking at Evie’s only photo of Annelise. It was faded, water damaged, and black and white. But even so, Ernest was certain that Evie had it right. That she shared her mother’s eyes. The same intensely black pupils serenely floating amidst iris-islands of deep-sea green. And there were times, as today, that his deepest looks made out the faintest outlines of another circle, a lace-thin border of gold-streaked mahogany. It was a kind of color whirlwind, these circles within circles, that caused Evie’s eyes to glow. People, even strangers, would speak of them. How they glowed in light both strong and weak, natural and artificial. But how they spoke of them depended upon their culture. 
Her father, he was told, insisted exclusively upon the French: Ses yeux Français. Her mother, with nothing to prove, embraced the Creole, Je Franse li.  Ernest couldn’t talk about them that way. It hurt to even think of them as her ‘French eyes.’ No, they were the LaGuerre girl’s alone, undiluted by anyone or anything else. For him they were simply, every time and to everyone, her ‘Evie Eyes.’ Lost within them this morning, his head spinning and balance wavering, she seemed to grow up to his full height. The two of them eye-to-eye now, as in their wedding bed. And he saw, for the first time in all his struggles, a way through. A possibility of peace washed over him when memory of a different circle took dominion over him. 

They were called the Sprungs, these re-purposed tennis court enclosures. Four pairs of huge, white bubbles set upon blacktop. Each pair was connected by a narrow security trailer at their middle. They were strangely beautiful, somehow. At night they looked to Ernest like a field of immense glowing butterflies at rest. They had, he thought, a ridiculously low level of staffing - A single C.O. in each fifty-inmate wing and a reserve C.O. in the trailer. But these were low security inmates, part of some do-gooder City Hall project. While program security was for the C.O.’s, day to day operations was by the “Psalm-singers,” civilian drug treatment counselors. Seven days a week, twelve hour per day, they kept their inmates busy in group treatment.
Ernest, on OT, leaned back in a creaky office chair and rested his size 14’s on top of a dented steel desk. He paged through the prior day’s Daily News. Thirty feet in front of him, fifty steel folding chairs were arranged in tight circle. Every seat was occupied as a counselor, an edgy, intense guy named Floyd, talked dreams. 
“You do the work, right? Talk the talk and walk the walk, all day long. But sleep, that you can’t control. So those using-dreams ambush you when you to close your eyes, am I right? And the highs, they’re almost the real thing, right?” With a quick look over the Daily News, Ernest noted a handful of inmates nodding their heads.  “And then you wake up to shit. That high, it goes away so quick. All you got left is the low, am I right?” At this, two inmates at opposite points in the circle grew animated, talking over each other, gesturing for effect.  But as neither stood, Ernest didn’t move his feet. But he did put down the newspaper.  
“Which is why these morning meetings are so important,” Floyd went on. “A chance, maybe, to put your using-dreams behind you. Set yourself a better day. Anyone?”
A few hands went up, and Ernest tuned out. He began to think about Evie, and her rules. They had been together barely five months. But more and more he was seeing things her way. She was better than him with some things. Relationship things, definitely. He knew that early, almost from the start. She was so easy to open up to. He liked listening to her Creole, the way a few foreign words would creep in late at night. Talking the quiet midnight to eight’s away, he grew more comfortable sharing the frustrations of his life. She was still married then, and didn’t talk about it much. Mostly, they talked about Ernest’s love life. 
“It’s not that hard, Ernest. All you gotta do is find someone lonelier than you.” And later, when they became a real thing, he surrendered to her rules on sex: 
“Don’t overthink it, Big Man,” she said. “You get what you give.”

Someone in the circle stood up, too quickly. An older white guy, balding but with a gray ponytail. At this, Ernest slid his feet off the desk and sat forward. He’d seen this guy before. He couldn’t recall if he was trouble. Rikers was running a hundred thousand admissions a year. Too many to keep straight.
“Yah, I got somethin’ to say. Some answers to what some of you been askin’ me. Now or never, I guess. I’m… shit, jus’ look at me. I hear you talking ‘That old white dude, he’s fixing to die.’ Well, that’s a truth. I’m dying.” He paused and with both hands pushed what hair he had left back over of his head. “Hep C took care of the liver. These new meds, they keep up with the HIV, most days. But the street, you understand? It does what it does, it did what it did.” He took a break from talking, and the circle gave him space. Then he straightened his back and inhaled. “Nam was a long time ago. And I been using … forever.  So why’m I here? Why treatment, now? You’re thinking ‘If I was a short-timer, I’d go out old school dope fiend, right? Blaze of glory, all the way? So why this here, why now? You wanna know?
It was Floyd who answered. “I would like very much to know, please.”
“Way back. Way, way the fuck back. Danang, Graves Registration, bodies. Bag ‘em and ship ‘em home. I was nineteen fuckin’ years old, man. Can you imagine that? Usin’? Of course I was usin’. Three times a day on some of the best shit I ever seen, till this day. And I never stopped more than a week or two, even when I was locked up. But when I got here, this time, and Mr. Floyd here asked if I wanted in, I said fuck yah. You wanna know why?” 
 A heavy silence took over the Sprung. Ernest didn’t trust this kind of silence. The tension, its release, could go either way. He stood up and gripped the edges of his desk with both hands. 
“Dying is the last thing we do, people. We should do it well.”

Evie was squeezing his biceps, hard. He had no sense of how long his eyes had been closed. “Ernest, Ernest, you don’t look so good. Sit down. Please, Ernest.” 
“My father,” he answered.
Ernest’s father would not speak of his own childhood. “Stop asking him,” his mother told him. “You keep at it, you own it.” But he wanted to own it. Not his father’s hard, open-handed slaps. Not even the why’s of his father’s long absences, of his endless sermons – both sober and drunk- from Revelations.  Of his crazy talk of Prophet Ezekiel’s wheels within wheels. He didn’t care about any of that. What kept young Ernest up at night were questions of time. What did it feel like to look back on life as an old man?  Ernest knew what looking back five years felt like.  But twenty years? Fifty years? What would you remember? What would you tell? No one would give Ernest answers as a kid. But in adulthood, Ernest found history.

It was getting harder for him to get out of his history chair, even with the help of his cane.  Which, all things considered, wasn’t the end of the world. He had been enjoying his re-reads lately - The Autobiography of Malcolm X, The Fire Next Time.  He recognized that he was afraid of starting new books. He’d been putting off starting the third and last volume of America in the King Years.  The first two, all sixteen hundred pages of them, took him more than a year to finish. But not finishing Volume III, not seeing the Reverend King to his last moments, that was a regret he didn’t think he could bear. 
The author had come to Rikers for an inmate reading two years earlier. Ernest, in his last months of partial duty, called in favors and got assigned B Post, Dining Hall Security. At the end of the reading, after the inmates were hustled out of the hall, Ernest walked up and handed his copy over for signature. He was a short white guy, older than Ernest expected. He asked for his name and then leaned back as far as his chair would go. He tilted his head up even further to take in all of Ernest. Then he flipped his way to the book’s final page and picked up a pen. Beneath its last line - “King stood still for once, and his sojourn on earth went blank,” he wrote the words:

Ernest, keep your eyes on the prize!  
 - Taylor Branch

 Drifting, still feeling Evie’s grip on his arms, Ernest came to his own revelation. He’d been a fool. He been asking the wrong question of life. It’s not what you remember. And it wasn’t even what people remembered of you. What would Evie choose to remember of him thirty years from now? Fifty? And after her passing, God bless her soul, what would remain of him then?  Every century there were all new people, and if his history chair taught him anything it was that only the great and awful got remembered longer than that. And there was freedom. Because a moment after his last breath he would simply go back to that empty moment before time - the moment right before his father’s sperm met his mother’s egg. 
Evie was looking at him more strangely now, and he realized he’d broken into the first smile of the last two days. Smiling about the possibility of peace in a time and place before thought. And, he saw, so clearly, in the time and place after.   
“Ernest, you’re scaring me. Please sit down.” He wouldn’t, and she began to push him back into his chair.  
“I’m good. You?” he whispered.
	A rushing wind began rising within Evie. When it reached full roar she could hear little else. She couldn’t distinguish between a question she only thought and one she actually spoke. He answered one of them, but she didn’t know which.
“What have I done? 
“What should I do?”
“Annelise,” was his soft answer. “See me do.” 
At this, Evie began her own wobble. “Si m’di ou? You mean, “Si m’di ou, ou’a konn pase-m?” It was her mother’s favorite expression.
“If I tell you…” he began.
“… you’ll know more than I.” 
Evie’s eyes widened as Ernest’s began to close. They widened further as he began to fall back into his chair. With words become too faint to hear, she read his lips. 
“Annelise,” they said. “Annelise.”

Which question did Ernest answer? This took up too much of her thinking in the following decades. She worried about this most in morning time, after awakening but before leaving her bed. But in the graying of time Evie grew weary of worry. And she found in that freshly vacated space the room to more fully breathe Ernest’s time on earth. It was shocking, and strangely freeing to realize that love, however beautiful, was not the most important thing in a long life. That looking back on love from a time and place of distance, its most lasting power was as a starting place. A seed, a planting for more important things could follow.  Ernest never came right out and said it, but in her later years she was certain he felt it - That the purest of loves led to - had to lead to - understanding. 
Later, in her room at the Lowndes County Nursing and Rehabilitation Center, Evie took it further. She saw that understanding, the most abiding kind of understanding, led inexorably to forgiveness. For oneself, first. And then, of others. 
In hospice, Evie elated in her final vision. She saw the path that Ernest had kept lit for her – A long and soft linking of lights that disappeared, at their end, into a welcoming fog. And then and there, Deputy Mayor Evangeline LaGuerre Dubose, with a twenty-five-year-old Annelise holding her left hand and a fifty-year-old Annelise holding her right, embraced her husband.  A man who knew that from the deepest wells of forgiveness could come grace.
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