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Dave Mallach / Dialog Submission
     Three days of rain had turned Bodarie’s closest creek into something closer to a river. At rain’s end the two dozen mothers of Bodarie – every mother but one - decided the river ran too high and fast for the village girls to handle their family laundry safely. So the mothers washed, and the daughters carried their family’s in baskets balanced atop their heads. 
After her second delivery Evangeline LaGuerre took the more overgrown path back to her Mother’s shack.  Head down, pushing heavy undergrowth aside, she looked for whatever newly sprouted Djon Djon the rain might have provided. At nine years old she wasn’t entirely sure she knew how to stew these mushrooms in a way that could get her mother eating again, but she would try.
Looking only at what was at her feet, Evangeline was surprised by the sound of crying somewhere ahead of her. In a small clearing fifty meters ahead she found both of the Chéry girls. They had just turned twelve, and had been keeping their distance from Evangeline and the younger village girls since their birthday.  It was Nadeje who was in tears. She and Guerline held between them a single peach, gently rubbing their thumbs over the fruit’s skin. Nadeje stopped crying at Evangeline’s approach. Guerline whispered something to her sister, after which handing Evangeline their peach. 
 “This is for you,” Nadeje said.   
“To eat?”
“Take it to your mother. Ask her what it means. While you still can.” 

	Annelise didn’t sit up when Evangeline entered their shack. With barely a look, she rolled herself over to spit a gob of thick blood into a dented steel cup on the dirt floor. Evangeline emptied the cup outside their shack and refilled it with water from the well.
“Manman, the older girls, they were talking down by the river.”
“That’s what girls do. When they don’t want to work.”
“They told me to give you this peach. They wouldn’t say why.”
Annelise drank half of the cup’s water before her cough returned. She poured out the rest and spit into the cup again. Then she rolled onto her back and closed her eyes. “They told you to rub it. With your thumb.”  
“For luck?”
Annelise’s answer began with a cough that left her breathless. “Too soon, but what can I do? It’s about your hair. The hair between your legs.” 
“I don’t have any, down there.”
“I know, Doudou, but you will.”
It took two telling’s for Evangeline to understand. That soon the men of Bodarie would find her in the forest. They would reach up under her dress to feel if her pubic hair was as short and soft as the fuzz of this peach. A softness that told them her time had come. 
“Where can I hide? The forest, the next village?”
“You can’t. This is Haiti.”
“Is there nothing I can do?”
Annelise reached over to brush away her daughter’s tears, but Evangeline pulled back from her. 
“Tell me what to do.”
Annelise sighed and answered with the Haitian proverb she had inherited from her own mother. 
“Si m’di ou, ou’a konn pase-m.” 
Evangeline did not understand. At ten years old, learning English in a Bronx elementary school, she wondered if this new language could provide the answers that Creole could not. The best she could come up with, in both languages, was that not every question had an answer. You just had to do the best you could. 
 
Ernest was passing from the kitchen to his study when Evie opened their front door. Still in her Rikers uniform, she took two steps into the living room and waited for the right moment to blow up the terms and conditions of their marriage. Ernest looked at her with glazed eyes. “I thought you had a double today. Prison Ward? Kiddie Jail? I forget.” 
Gripping the bag handles tightly, Evie felt their rough plastic handles cutting grooves into the palms of her hands. “Ernest, I’m pregnant.”
“No, you are not pregnant.”
 She didn’t expect this, his misplaced certainty, the finality of his tone. Her well-rehearsed news flew away from her. She squeezed the bag handles tighter.
“There’s more, Doudou.” 
“There must be,” he said. “More.”
“Dr. Tsu, my blood tests, your antibodies, we...”
“My antibodies? What are you saying, Evie?” 
“A chance. You have a chance, Tsu says.”
 “A kidney, off the list?”
“No. Not off the list. One of my kidneys, Ernest.”
“We don’t match. Nobody matches.”
“Tsu says it’s worth a shot. We’re both Type O. That it might buy you, at least, some time.”
“You’re saying I’m going to live?” For a moment all six-foot-six of Ernest - the entirety of his three-hundred- and twenty-five-pound self - came to her as it did before his acute kidney failure. He was again, for a moment, one of ‘New York’s Boldest,’ as the City called its Correction Officers. But she let the moment pass.
“I am pregnant, Ernest. And pregnant women can’t be donors.” 

	The rubble of their marriage landed atop them faster and higher than they could dig out.   Evie felt the fight take on an almost living, breathing presence - a monster that threw them from room to room over two days and nights.  But at the end of the first day, when they had gotten nowhere but backwards, they retreated to their own corners - Ernest to his study and his books, and Evie to their back porch and a long chain of half-smoked Kool’s. It was there that she realized they’d forgotten their combat training.
	“It’s a proven fact,” the Rikers Island firearms instructors said at their Firing Range certification. “On the street, in the shit, shooters miss high and to the right. You wanna live?  Move left and low.” They practiced this move over and over, on the range and in the shower and anywhere else it came to mind. “Make it as natural as your favorite dance step,” the instructor said.  “For me, Bachata. One step to your left, crouch down, raise your gun. Aiming is secondary. Get out of the line of fire. Then empty your whole clip.” 
Evie realized that she and Ernest were both stuck in the line of fire.  A line where every plea got ricocheted right back at them, mirrored word for word. “Don’t you see how much I need this?” Evie asked. At thirty-five years old, with two miscarriages ten years in the past, with IVF and frozen eggs beyond their means, her lifelong yearning was ending. “Don’t YOU see how much I need this?” Ernest yelled back.
	And when Evie screamed “Can’t you see this is my last chance?” Ernest’s answered “Can’t you see this is MY last chance?” Stubbing out her last cigarette, flicking it into the bushes beneath her, Evie knew that in the morning she’d have to break the mirror.

“I could have aborted this baby and never told you. Straight to transplant, do not pass go.”
Ernest blinked three times. “Why didn’t you?”
“Respect, I guess. Love? I don’t know. I thought...” she tailed off.
“You thought I’d say don’t do it. You’d a been wrong.”
“It hurts me so much to see you this way, so sick...”
“So dying.” 
Evie flinched. “Tsu says my kidney will probably only last you a few months.  Until you reject it. And then what, Ernest? Then we both got nothing.”
“Those are my months you’re talking about,” Ernest snapped. “Not yours.”
“And this is my baby, Ernest. And she’s a she, I can feel it.”
Ernest opened his mouth widely, but didn’t speak. He held it open for a good while, a span of time long enough to bracket a hurtful, complicating thought. And then he closed it, and Evie waited in silence, his and hers, until she could not. 
“Say it. Go ahead, say it,” she shouted. Ernest bit his lower lip and shook his head. 
“Say it, you coward, you weakling. Why won’t you say the words? You’ll kill my baby, kill my daughter,” she shouted. But you won’t say some stupid words? I’ll probably miscarry again! There, I said it for you. I hate you. I hate you so much. That you made me say it first.” 
Ernest’s answer was flat and low. “All I see is a maybe-baby, Evie. And a living, breathing man.”
That night Ernest slept in his study. Lying alone and awake in their Super King, Evie accepted his restraint. She demanded he speak his truth, and he finally did. For as long as she’d known him he’d rather walk a hundred miles out of his way than hurt her. He was, at heart, a better person than she. But the great unspoken truth of their marriage was now out in the open. He loved her more than she could love anyone. She’d always known this, and now Ernest did as well.  Staring at the ceiling, crying, and thinking of her mother, she saw things as they were.  Ernest just wanted to live and love another day. 
	He looked much worse in the morning. His skin had become chalky. Evie 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 her only with a slow blink of yellow-tinged eyes. “Can you hear me, Ernest?” 
“I hear you,” he whispered.

Ernest realized that from their opening salvo’s they had both feared standing too close to each other. He took a half-step towards her, and she did the same. 
“I’m so sorry, Ernest. What can I say? What can I do?” 
“A hug,” he whispered. It was a long and silent hug, and when they broke he placed his hands on her waist and gently moved her back. He stared into her eyes in a way he had not in months.  His life had both sped up and slowed down since entering Stage IV, his memories become less fixed in place and time. And so when an undatable memory began to penetrate his consciousness, he recalled the feeling more than any words. It was a disorienting, almost hypnotic feeling. With Evie’s green eyes wholly centered in his view, everything else behind her seemed to move. The books on his shelves, the Djon Djon cooking on their stove, their holstered guns on the coffee table, they all seemed to float towards him, over him, past him. Everything moved except Evie’s eyes and the faded, water-stained photograph of her mother hanging on the wall behind her. 
	
	Even in black and white Ernest always saw the sparkle in Annelise’s eyes. He was certain that they were Evie’s most important inheritance. That their eyes shared the same deeply black pupils. Pupils afloat in iris-islands of sea-green. And sometimes, as today, Ernest’s longest looks could make out a faint perimeter of an outer circle, a lace-thin border of gold-streaked mahogany. People, even complete strangers, would speak of these circles within circles, a whirlwind of color. Evie’s eyes glowed in light both strong and weak, natural and artificial. Lost within these eyes now, his head spinning and his balance wavering, Ernest felt that his wife has somehow risen up to his full height. That the two of them were eye-to-eye now, as in their bed. And then the memory of a different circle took dominion over Ernest. 

They were called the Sprungs, these re-purposed tennis court enclosures. Four pairs of huge, white bubbles on blacktop. Each pair was connected by a narrow security trailer at their middle. The Quad always looked to Ernest like a field of immense glowing butterflies at rest. At first the Sprungs had, for him, a ridiculously low level of staffing – Just a single C.O. in each fifty-inmate wing, plus a reserve C.O. in the trailer. But over time he accepted the premise of this do-gooder City Hall project. He became more willing to surrender control of these four hundred low-security inmates to the ‘Psalm Singers,’ the City’s civilian drug treatment counselors. Twelve hours a day, seven days a week, they ran his inmates through their drug treatment program. 
Ernest leaned back in a tight office chair and rested his size 14’s on top of a dented steel desk. Paging his way through the prior day’s Daily News, he sat thirty feet away from a circle of fifty folding chairs. Knee to knee, every seat was occupied by an inmate. Floyd, an especially intense counselor that Ernest sort of liked, spoke from the middle of the circle. 
“You talk the talk, walk the walk. Group, all day, every day. Way better than General Population, am I right?” A ripple of nervous laughter answered him.  “But sleep? The dreams?  The using-dreams? Those are the worst, right? Those highs, almost real, right? Floyd didn’t speak for a few moments, until an inmate filled in his space.
	“Amen that, brother,” one yelled. Ernest lift his eyes from this paper and stared him down. 
	“And then you wake up. And all you got left is the shit, am I right?” At this, two inmates at opposite points of the circle grew animated, talking over each other, gesturing broadly.  Ernest didn’t move his feet, but he folded and placed the paper on his desk with exaggerated care.  
“That’s why morning meetings are the most important meetings,” Floyd went on. “A chance to remind us why we’re here. Anyone?”
With a cough, Ernest watched an older white guy, balding but with a gray ponytail, stand up. 
“Yah, I got somethin’ to say. Now or never, I guess. I got my own dream, you understand?  I’m… shit, just look at me. You all see it. I got ears, I hear you talking. ‘That old white dude, he’s fixing to die.’ Well, that’s a fact.” He paused and with both hands pushed what hair he had left back over of his head 
“Hep C killed my liver. These new meds, they keep up with the HIV. But the street, it does what it does, did what it did.” He leaned over and stared at the space between his feet. Then he straightened his back and inhaled. 
“I been using … forever.  So why rehab, why here and now? You’re thinking ‘If I was a short-timer, I’d go out all old school dope fiend, right? Blaze of glory, all the way out, right?” There were a few nods from the circle, but no one spoke.  Finally Floyd spoke up.
 “Why here? Why now? I would like very much to know.”
“Way back. Way, way the fuck back. Danang, Graves Registration. Bag ‘em and ship ‘em home. What was left of them, at least. I was nineteen fuckin’ years old, man. Can you imagine that? Using? Of course I was using. The whole unit was using. Three times a day on some of the best shit I ever seen. And I never did stop, not more than a week or two in the last twenty years. But when I got here, this time, and our Mr. Floyd here asked if I wanted in, I said ‘fuck yah.’ Who wants to know why?” A few hands went up, and then an expectant, electric silence seemed to take over the Sprung.  
Ernest didn’t like this. This kind of tension, he’d seen, could go either way. He stood up, gripped the edges of his desk with both hands, and waited. When all fifty hands were raised the old man finished his story.
“Dying is the last thing we do. We should do it well.”

Evie was squeezing his biceps, hard. He didn’t know how long his eyes had been closed. “Ernest, Ernest, you don’t look so good. Sit down. Please, Ernest.” 
“My father,” he answered. “I think I figured it out.”

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 the why’s of his long absences, of his endless sermons, both sober and drunk, of Revelations.  All his crazy talk of the Prophet Ezekiel, his wheels within wheels, Ernest 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 already knew what looking back five years on felt like.  But twenty years? Fifty years? What would you remember? What would you tell? Growing up, no one answered these questions. But as an adult, Ernest found history.

It was getting harder for him to get out of what Evie called his history chair, even with the help of a 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, The Long Walk Home.  Re-reads didn’t scare him. Starting new books, books he’d never get to finish, that was something else. He’d been putting off starting the third and last volume of America in the King Years.  The first two books, all sixteen hundred pages of them, took him more than a year to finish. But not finishing his signed copy of Volume III, not seeing the Reverend King through to his last moments, Ernest didn’t think he could bear that. 
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. The author asked for his name and then leaned himself 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. He picked up a pen and beneath its very 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, feeling Evie’s fingernails digging into his arms, Ernest saw he’d been asking the wrong questions. The prize wasn’t what people remembered of you. What would Evie remember of him fifty years from now? And after her passing, God bless her soul, what would remain of him, then?  Every hundred years there were all new people, and if his history chair had taught him anything it was that only the great and awful got remembered much longer than that. It was so freeing, this truth. Freedom to see his past and his future come together into a single time and place. To see, to know that a single second after his last breath he could return, would return, to that moment before his father’s sperm pierced his mother’s egg.  A time and place before thought.  And now, after thought. 
Evie tried to push him back into his chair.  “Ernest, you’re scaring me. Please sit down.”
“I’m good. You?” he whispered.
	A wind began rising within Evie, and when it reached full roar she could hear little else. “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? “Si m’di ou, ou’a konn pase-m?”
“If I tell you…” he began.
“...then you’ll know more than me,” she completed.
Evie’s eyes began to widen as Ernest’s began to close. They opened wider still as he began to fall back in his chair. On his way down, with words too faint to hear, Evie could only read his lips. 
“Annelise,” they said. “Annelise.”
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