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"The thing that makes you exceptional, if you are at all, is inevitably that which must also make you lonely." — Lorraine Hansberry
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Entry One
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I am not yet accustomed to this age of digital media. The look and feel of old-school print is incomparable for a bookworm like me. Wednesday is my designated pickup day at North Regional Library. I tend to stay on task whenever I stick to my planner.

Today, I had three interlibrary loans on hold. I allotted myself an additional ten minutes to ramble through the bestsellers. Reading keeps me abreast of the literary world; who’s hot and what’s not. It also helps alleviate writer’s block. I keep time on my wristwatch, as I am not without obligations.

Ah, but then she arrived, stealing my attention away from the objective! I figure she is somewhere between her late teens and early twenties. She is bashful but hauntingly beautiful, even in her beggarly state.

This girl enters North Regional around the same time every week. Her routine is unfailing. She heads straight to the poetry collection, from which she pulls her choice for the day, and then to the lounge in back. She settles into the same checkered cozy chair for nearly two hours. Oh, but I have stayed and observed till the end. Only this time, I’ve decided to probe a little further.
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Searching
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There was no one in line at the checkout counter. Yolanda, the library’s branch manager, sat pecking away at a keyboard from behind. She was a plump, fair-complexioned woman with stylish tinted spectacles and a full spiraled mane of reddish-blonde hair.

Rani smiled as she approached her compeer with two selections in arm.

“Whatcha got for me today, Yoli?” she asked, then handed over her card.

Yolanda scanned the barcode and pulled up her information on the computer screen.

“Hey, you’re in luck,” she said. “They’re all in.”

Rani gave her the rentals she’d pulled, along with a charge card.

“That girl back there,” she said, jerking her head in the youth’s direction. “You know ‘er?”

“Yeah, she’s a regular here. Don’t say much, though. I think her name is Jasmine.”

Jasmine. Finally, she had a name. It sent chills through Rani.

“Is she a school kid?” she asked.

“I ‘on know! These kids grow up so fast. She used to be a teeny thing not so long ago. What’s it to you, anyway?”

“Girl, I was just wondering,” Rani said with a shrug. “Seems like she’s always here whenever I stop by.”

“Well, this is a public library, Rani. She’s perfectly within her rights.”

Yolanda stood and walked to the bookshelves behind the counter. She considered Rani a VIP and placed her reserves alongside the staff’s. When Rani couldn’t make it to the library, Yolanda dropped them off at her home. They’d been friendly since high school.

Rani chanced to look back at the girl while the librarian scanned her books.

“She’s at least eighteen, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah, ‘round about. Been comin’ here since she was a youngin’. Prolly lives nearby.”

Rani looked to the librarian again, but Yolanda paid her no mind.

“I was thinking maybe I could offer her a ride home,” she said. “She kinda reminds me of myself at that age. So quiet and reserved. Can you pull up an address for me, please?”

The librarian met her eyes all at once.

“Oh, no can do, Hun! Are you tryin’ a get me fired?”

“Yoli, how long have you known me?”

“Babe, even if I wanted to, I would need her card to access that kind of information.”

Yolanda placed all five books in a plastic tote bag, then handed everything back to her, including the Gold Card.

“Oh, I’ll just wait,” Rani scoffed. “It’s drizzling outside anyway. I'm sure she’ll appreciate a ride home.”

“And if she drove?” Yolanda asked.

Rani looked back at the girl again and swallowed hard.

The concern on her face was wearing Yolanda down. She knew her friend to be kindhearted that way, always defending the misfits in school. In her spare time, Rani taught reading and basic computer skills to adults and preschoolers alike. But Yolanda also knew her other side. It was an unspoken acknowledgment between them. Yet, the girl in question was old enough to make her own decisions.

“Her last known address is Saxon Street,” Yolanda said. “It’s about three or four blocks from here. Now don’t ask me nuthin else. That’s all I know.”

Rani faced her friend again and smiled appreciatively.

“You ain’t heard NUTHIN from me,” the librarian cautioned with raised brows.

*******
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The rainfall on Wexford's north side had picked up considerably. Rani turned her wipers on and sat patiently behind the wheel of a red Maxima Platinum. She had decided to trail Jasmine home and kept vigil over the entrance from the library’s parking lot, the satin bronze interior nice and cool.

Ironically enough, Roy Ayers’ “Searching” was airing over the radio. Rani mouthed the lyrics as she swayed in time with the music.

A shuttle bus pulled up before the library, foiling her plan. Jasmine dashed out of the building and stepped aboard.

Rani slammed her fist against the steering wheel. But then something compelled her to venture behind.

The shuttle stopped at the North Regional Park & Ride further up the main street. Jasmine got off and transferred to a waiting express bus that took her straight to Center City.

To Rani’s sheer delight, the girl’s second bus was already waiting at the transit station. Its destination read: 19 DOWNTOWN TO 30 SOUTH LAKE. She tagged along for another thirty minutes or so.

Jasmine stepped off beneath the portico at Calvary Southern Baptist Church, an ultramodern complex on Wexford’s south side. Rani pulled into the sanctuary’s parking lot and observed from a distance. Her headlights shone brightly through the rain, but Jasmine paid her no mind. The girl entered the ritzy tabernacle through a revolving door at the main entrance and vanished.

Rani didn’t know what to make of it. She waited another ten minutes just to see what would happen next. But there was no activity at all. Not knowing what else to do, she drove home in a stupor.
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Devika
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Elysian Hollows sat mid-center of a tree-lined cul-de-sac at 519 Washington Avenue. The historic inn had been vacant for years before Rani’s father decided to purchase the property for his wife. They had dreams of restoring the place to its former glory and worked diligently until the deed was finally done. The couple rented the rooms out for additional income.

Rani took over as the first live-in manager. She’d been teaching in the Wexford school system for the past ten years but longed for something new and more fulfilling. She was a poet and social activist who had gained some popularity while living abroad. Her new position provided her with a small but steady income while she explored other possibilities.

The inn consisted of twelve furnished rooms. Sizes ranged from 325 to 375 square feet and were priced accordingly. Each rental included a private bath, built-in storage space, and a small kitchenette with modern amenities.

Most of the tenants were young bachelors employed at businesses both in and around Wexford’s Center City. The only other female occupant was an airline stewardess whose work kept her away for much of the year.

Residents had twenty-four-hour access to the estate’s lavish parlor but preferred the privacy of their suites. There was even a laundry room in the basement.

The complex lacked a regular maintenance crew, but Rani kept the property up to code and was quick to settle any grievances. She contracted people, including a local landscaper, to keep the place in order. It was part of her job to compensate all hired hands monetarily.

Rani had the entire third floor to herself. She lived there alone. The isolation, however, proved insufferable at times. The library was her escape.

Micah was home. He’d been Rani’s best friend since grade school. She claimed her usual parking space next to his white Acura Integra when she arrived.

The bespectacled young professor had repatriated to Ghana with his mother but returned to teach whenever his money ran low. He paid handsomely to reserve his usual suite on the ground floor.

Micah taught African politics at Middleton, a historically Black university on Wexford’s west side. He was usually home by five and invited himself over. Rarely did Rani turn him away, but she didn’t want company tonight. She hoped the building’s squeaky staircase wouldn’t give her away as she climbed to the top with a bag of library books in hand and Jasmine still on her mind.

There was no such luck. Micah stepped out of his apartment and smiled impishly as she tiptoed up the remaining steps.

Miss Ethel had raised her daughters “well-well”, he thought. Both were the epitome of womanhood. Rani, however, was the spitting image of her mother; tall, svelte, and elegant. He preferred her with long hair but had to admit that the stylish pixie cut suited her. Rani was also health-conscious, an added plus for the pescatarian. They usually worked out together at Tugs, the local gym. Her only vice was her affinity for other women, which Micah was trying desperately to break.

“‘Sup!” he hollered, bringing her to an abrupt halt.

Rani had almost reached her floor when he spoke. She sighed and rolled her eyes irritably.

“Not tonight, Micah. I’m really beat.”

“Oh, you gone be like that, huh?”

“It ain’t personal.”

“Yeah, loneliness is a real bitch, ain’t it?”

There was no response. Rani climbed the remaining stairs and placed her key in the lock. She heard his footsteps ascending behind her and left the door open.

Home was an elegant loft with peaked ceilings, mahogany flooring, and freshly painted Monroe bisque walls trimmed in white. A bar counter divided the foreroom from the kitchenette in back. Her elder sister Bernice had the entire floor renovated for her personal convenience. It had been a storage area before that.

The retro furnishings gave the place a sixties flair. Bernice had kept in mind her sister’s fondness for the era. The lounge included a cloud modular sectional and a beautiful tree root coffee table centered perfectly on a thick silver-gray shag rug. An antique desk table supported her all-in-one desktop. Rani purchased an authentic Eames executive chair from Herman Miller to go along. Even the retro circle duvet and orange pillows on her bed belonged to the sixties. A giant portrait of Lorraine Hansberry hung above her Lane Brutalist headboard. The author remained her greatest inspiration. On the whole, the PC and her flat-screen TV were the only items belonging to the present.

Rani’s most prized possession was her book collection. She was up to two hundred. All of them were electronically cataloged. She owned a few first prints and rare editions. There were also books in French. Most of the collection was meticulously arranged in a giant wall shelf mounted behind her desk. Bernice had them stacked artistically.

Micah entered the apartment and closed the door behind them. He was a tall, lean Androsian Geechee with a preference for African attire. Rani found him adorable in spite of her oddity.

The professor had sworn to die a single man if he couldn’t have Rani as his wife. There was always one “lame-ass excuse” after another on her part. Time and again she had accused him of being “illiberal, argumentative, misogynistic, and insufferably ethnocentric.” They especially argued over her alternative lifestyle. Nonetheless, they were sworn best friends who usually forgave each other by the end of the day.

Rani tossed her bag on the sofa and headed straight for the kitchen.

“What do I offer you?” she asked drably.

“You know what I like!” he scoffed.

Micah helped himself to a seat on the sofa and turned on the TV with a Fire remote. They’d made it back home just in time for the six o’clock news. It was their habit to keep up with current events.

Rani was the closest to an intellectual that he knew. She was practically a genius. He felt that he could confide in her about anything. And he did. She never laughed, no matter how outrageous his ideas sounded. Sometimes they rambled on for hours about academia and international affairs. Rani was plainly not herself today. He looked back at her out of concern.

“Hey, what’s with you, girl?”

Rani removed two tulip glasses from an upper cabinet and sat them on the bar counter. She didn’t care for beer but kept Guinness Foreign Extra Stout especially for him. They always split a bottle. He didn’t like drinking alone, and she didn’t like to waste.

“Oh, don’t mind me,” she said. “I’m just in my bag today.”

Rani poured the stout evenly then carried both drinks to the sofa. She offered Micah the first glass and sank into the cushion beside him. 

He laughed while nudging her with his elbow.

“Got the blues again, huh?” he teased. “Well, you know I got myself a remedy for that.”

“Not even in your dreams,” she assured him, wiping the smile from his face at once.

She took a small sip of beer, then wiped the foam from her upper lip with her bare hand.

“Ew! Why you so crabby today?” he scoffed.

Rani grabbed the remote and entered her Tidal account. She made her selection, then rubbed Micah’s thigh in an attempt to calm him down.

“Look, I said it wasn’t personal. I’m just going through some stuff right now.”

Micah set his drink down on the coffee table and patted his chest.

“Well, I’m your sounding board,” he said. “Try me.”

Rani smiled when her favorite jam came on. Devika immediately put her in mind of Jasmine. She met Micah’s eyes and searched for just the right words to express herself.

“Micah, have you ever wanted something so badly that you would do almost anything to have it?”

“Yeah, of course I do, baby.”

“Look, I’m serious.”

“Well, don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love again.”

Rani set her glass next to his and slouched back on the sofa.

“I wouldn’t exactly call this love,” she said. “Maybe an infatuation? Hell, I ain’t even sure if she’s legal yet. I just wanna get to know her. I’ve had my eye on this girl for a while now. Finally got that address today. I’m usually not this desperate, but I tried following her home.”

Micah was too quiet. She looked his way again and found him still attentive.

“Do you think I’ve gone too far?” she asked.

Micah sighed and rolled his eyes irritably.

“Another girl, huh? Rani, I don’t get you at all. As fine as you are, you’re still lusting over other women.”

“Sway, is this gonna be another admonishment? Cause if it is, soul brutha, you can bounce.”

Micah settled back with her and stared at the ceiling. The woman was a hopeless cause. But they went back too far for him to bail out now.

“Rani, you’re sick.”

“Well, I can’t help the way I feel.”

“Precisely. And yes, I think you went too far. What if she’s straight?”

“Bro, how does that even matter?”

“Now, see? Y’all always trampling over our rights and yet so quick to call us homophobic.”

“Micah, love is love.”

“You said yourself that it was infatuation.”

“Dude, I got butterflies all inside.”

“Yeah, but what if she doesn’t feel the same way?”

“Ain’t but one way to find out.”

“Ah! So you’re actually contemplating turning out a teenager, huh?”

“You make me sound like a pedophile.”

“You cuttin’ it close, girl.”

“Well, I don’t think Yoli would’ve given me her address if she was underage.”

He looked her way again.

“Oh shit. Really?”

“Hey, she was only being a friend.”

“Well, what if she shanks you for questioning her sexuality? Girl, you better slow your roll. Everybody don’t play that gay shit, Rani.”

Rani shook her head and smiled dreamily.

“Nah, I can’t see her doing that. Micah, I have seen the most beautiful thing. I just melt inside whenever I’m near her. She’s so shy and sweet. Real timid-like. You know? Maybe that’s what I like about her. Feminality is a must for me.”

“Now, see, that right there is where the problem lies,” Micah said. “What’s left for us if all of you studs keep pulling the fine ones?”

“Boy, no you didn’t just call me butch.”

“Well, you are rather aggressive, Rani.”

“Hey, I don’t deny it. But I am always a lady. You better check your vocabulary.”

Micah looked up at the ceiling again.

She wondered what he kept staring at and followed his eyes to a small crack near the base of the winding fan. It wasn’t large enough for her to be concerned about. Rani shrugged it off and looked his way again.

“Anyway, that’s the least of my concerns. I tailed her bus from the library. She transferred twice and got off at the corner of Calvary South Baptist on the south side. I think she might be homeless.”

“Just because she entered a church?”

“There are other signs, Micah. She’s usually wearing the same tattered clothes whenever I see her. Her shoes are all dingy and worn. And her hair is somewhat unkempt. She’s kinda on the thin side, too. I wonder if she’s getting enough to eat. Maybe I should invite her out for lunch next time we meet up.”

“Wow, you’ve really lowered your standards.”

“Micah, I’m feeling some kinda way about her.”

“Well, just slip the kid a few bucks. You don’t have to jump in bed with a complete stranger just to show you care.”

“It ain’t about the sex.”

“But you have been thinking about it, right?”

“Well, it’s human nature.”

“Rani, ain’t nuthin’ natural about that shit at all.”

“Whaaat? I thought all of you manly men got off on lesbo action.”

“Huh! Not this man.”

“Bro, you honestly expect me to turn off my emotions like a light switch, huh?”

“I believe there is hope for you.”

“Ah! And what operant conditioning might you suggest, Doctor Moniz; shock therapy or the usual ice pick lobotomy?”

“Maybe you just need a good man.”

She reached out and played with his goatee. Micah was beautiful despite his bellicose demeanor. Yet, he still failed to arouse her in the least.

“Micah, when are you gonna stop making this about you? Nothing has changed. I’m still the same chick who used to join you in the gym bleachers, watching the swing in girls’ asses and praying for a boob to bounce out at every volleyball meet.”

Micah looked her over seductively.

“Yeah, you sound like a dude, but you sure don’t look the part.”

“Well, you know how it is,” she teased, primping her hair. “Gotta keep it fresh for the ladies. We have our standards, too.”

“I think you need to give us a chance,” he said. “How do you know you’re gay if you’ve never been with a man?”

“What I do know, sway, is the desire just ain’t there. This is as natural for me as breathing in air. I just look at a beautiful woman, the way she moves, and my heart goes crazy.”

“Yeah, but we been tight since grade school, Rani. You know how I feel about you. Girl, why you putting me through all these changes?”

“Hah! Like you aren’t already helping yourself to the help back in Prampram. Micah, I know you too well. Even if I were to settle down with a man, I don’t play second fiddle to anyone.”

“Well, it ain’t like I’m committed. Why not fly back with me this summer? I think it would do you a world of good. Perhaps you’ll realize this is not the way of our ancestors.”

“My guy, you’re delusional. Queerdom exists in every culture. It is older than the written word. And why am I even having this conversation with you? You’ll never change.”

Micah grabbed her hand and kissed it.

“Never,” he said.

Rani loved him too, but not in the same way. If only he realized how hard she’d tried to be “normal.” She was falling in love with another woman, and that was a fact.

“Micah, just go home,” she whined.

Micah sighed softly and shook his head.

“Maybe I’m sick for loving a godless gynophilic,” he said.

He leaned forward to kiss her lips all the same. Rani felt that she at least owed him that much and allowed him to. He closed his eyes and relished the moment. Then he rose from the sofa. She watched him exit her apartment in a funk.

Were it not for her peculiarity, she would’ve surely given him a chance. But her heart beat solely for Jasmine. 
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Entry Two
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I dreamt of Jasmine last night.

No time for breakfast today. I showered, then set out for Saxon Street with the aid of my GPU. The objective was to reach her before the bus arrived. I still didn’t have an exact address. It did cross my mind to press Yoli for more information, but I don’t want this to seem like something it isn’t. Somehow, I resisted the urge and drove right past the library.

No sign of Jasmine as I cruised along. Wesley Park is a fairly integrated, working-class community. The homes there are older but well-kept. I passed by a small group of schoolchildren waiting for their bus to arrive. Just for a moment, I seriously wondered if I was chasing after a child.

A public transit sign near the end of the road caught my immediate attention. The bench next to it was empty, much to my dismay. There were vehicles in nearly every driveway I passed. Nonetheless, I parked by the stop sign on the opposite side and waited.

Ten minutes later, I noticed a lady walking toward me through my side-view mirror. She stopped to listen when I exited the car but remained at a safe distance. The only Jasmine she knew belonged to the Winterfield family at 625 Saxon Avenue. Jasmine and her daughter had been part of the same graduating class. That was only a year ago. The daughter is now a freshman at City College. This would make the girls approximately nineteen years of age. I thanked the woman, then entered my car. She seemed relieved when I finally pulled off.

I made a left at the intersection before me, thinking that the next street would take me back to the beginning of Saxon. It did. My destination was a semi-modern split-level on the right. I parked along the curb so as not to block the old Buick Roadmaster sitting in the driveway.

An older Black woman answered the door after a few minutes of heavy ringing. She informed me that Jasmine was a foster child who had aged out of the system over a year ago. Her surname is actually Lowry. Ms. Winterfield hadn’t seen nor heard from the girl in months and seemed genuinely concerned for her. I bid her good day and walked away with new hope.

It’s better to hear both sides of the story before revealing what I know.
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Deep Like the Rivers
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Rani had been searching through the periodicals for the past twenty minutes. She checked her wristwatch every now and then. It was now twelve minutes past one. The Express bus was scheduled to arrive soon. Rani grabbed the Sunday edition of the Wexford Daily and took a seat at the closest table to the door. She didn’t want to miss Jasmine.

Yolanda wasn’t around. Perhaps she’d attended a staff meeting elsewhere. In any event, Rani was glad. She wanted her meeting with Jasmine to go over as smoothly as possible. On the other hand, Yolanda could easily vouch for her integrity should the girl put up any resistance. They’d known each other for years and still painted the town together on occasion.

Time went by. The bus pulled up right on schedule. Rani’s heartbeat hastened when Jasmine stepped off alone. The girl was wearing a different outfit this time, but her clothes still looked secondhand. Her frizzy, sandy brown hair was styled in the usual large bun at the back of her head. Rani wondered how long it was when unraveled. In any event, Jasmine seemed upbeat for a change, clapping her hands from front to back as she neared the foyer hall’s entrance.

Rani remained seated but continued to observe from behind her newspaper. The girl went about her usual routine: straight to the poetry section and then to the lounge in back. It had taken her nearly ten minutes to make a selection this time. She always drew from the same collection. Rani recognized the sleeve even from a distance: The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes. She owned a first edition.

When the girl was seated, Rani abandoned the newspaper and joined her in back. She settled in the opposite chair and placed her large handbag in her lap.

“Good afternoon,” Rani offered warmly.

Jasmine looked up from her book but remained silent. She had a buttery bronze complexion and beautiful hazel eyes adorned with naturally long lashes. The girl was what Rani considered a haunting beauty. Her heart began to flutter again.

“My name is Rani. Perhaps you’ve seen me around. I’m a volunteer. I try to stop by at least once a week, usually on Wednesdays.”

The girl resumed her reading. But Rani was unrelenting and pressed on.

“Yeah, well, I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m sort of a bookworm myself, you know.”

Jasmine paid her no mind and turned to the next page.

“Ah! I see you’ve discovered Langston Hughes. Isn’t he awesome? Mother to Son is my favorite. And yours?”

The silent treatment was making Rani feel foolish. She readied herself to leave when the girl spoke all at once.

“The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” she answered drably.

Rani’s heartbeat hastened at the sound of her voice. She settled back in her chair, longing to hear more. There wasn’t a hint of urban vernacular. Jasmine was ethnically ambiguous, but Rani found her adorable all the same.

“Excellent choice,” she said. “You know what amazes me most about Mercer? He wrote that poem when he was just a seventeen-year-old kid. Today’s youth just don’t compare. You must have an old soul, deep like the rivers. Oh, I love that.”

Jasmine smiled, but just a little.

“My grandmother used to say that,” she replied dreamily, then turned to the next page.

“Well, I was just about to leave for lunch. Would you care to join me?”

Jasmine shook her head.

“No, thanks.”

“Please? I despise eating alone. I promise to have you back before your bus arrives.”

Jasmine met her eyes again.

“How do you know I ride the bus?” she asked.

“Oh, I was seated by the door when you walked in. Didn’t you see me?”

Rani sighed in relief when the girl resumed her reading. She’d always been good at thinking on her feet.

“So how about it?” she asked. “My treat.”

“Look, no offense, lady, but I don’t even know you.”

Jasmine turned another page.

“Well, I don’t know you either,” Rani said. “But we can always change that. You look like you could use a friend. There’s a nice little café right down the street. We can chat while we dine. Order anything you want, anything at all.”

Jasmine went back to ignoring her again.

Rani smiled and rolled her eyes at her failure to reach the girl. She spotted Yolanda walking out of the staff room and motioned for her to join them.

The librarian smiled back and waved as she made her way to the lounge.

“Hey, what’s shakin’, Rani?”

“Yoli, will you please tell this young lady who I am? I’ve invited her out for lunch at my expense, but she just won’t budge. I suppose she thinks I’m some grifter up to no good.”

“Not quite,” Yolanda teased. “Miss Lady, this here is writer extraordinaire, Rani Kilpatrick. She’s a longtime patron of this library and one of my dearest friends. Rani’s a former schoolteacher like her mother. I suppose that’s why you’ve caught her attention. She volunteers regularly with our literacy program.”

Jasmine met Rani’s eyes again.

“See, I told you,” Rani teased. “And you are?”

“Jasmine.”

“Well, I’m very pleased to meet you, Jasmine. Won’t you please join me for lunch?”

Jasmine studied both women for a while longer and then finally closed her book.

Rani grinned excitedly and stood along with her.

*******
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Mario’s Villa was a small Italian bistro just two blocks down from North Regional Library. The place was always brimming with business on weekdays. Mario’s included a bar and marketplace but specialized in the usual Italian-American cuisine.

Rani shared a corner booth with Jasmine. She ordered hot lemon tea and a single cannolo for herself but was too enthralled by Jasmine to enjoy it. The girl shoveled one forkful of chicken carbonara after another into her mouth. It seemed as though she hadn’t eaten in days.

“Hey, save some room for dessert,” Rani teased.

Jasmine met her eyes and took a long sip of Dasani. She still wasn’t sure what Rani was up to but was thankful for the meal.

“So where do you live?” Rani asked.

Again, no reply.

Jasmine lowered her gaze and wound more pasta onto her fork.

Rani took a deep breath and exhaled slowly before trying again.

“So does Calvary offer you bed and boarding?”

The girl dropped the fork and fell back in her seat.

Rani thought to grab her hand before she could bolt away. She was anxious for a response.

“Jasmine, please, stay. I apologize for the intrusion, but I’m genuinely concerned for you. Something compelled me to follow you the other day. I’m so glad I did. Honey, you can’t be out here in these streets like this. Human trafficking is for real, girl. It’s happening in this city as we speak. People prey on girls like you. Maybe I can help.”

She chanced to release the girl’s hand. Jasmine remained, much to her relief.

“Why are you so interested in helping me?” the girl asked.

“I don’t know. I just feel that I should.”

Jasmine looked toward the deli. A small line was forming before the meat display. Customers were browsing a vast assortment of imported foods behind the glass.

“I’ve been staying there for almost a year now,” she said. “We have to search for employment during the day. Those are the rules.”

Rani nodded.

“I figured as much,” she said.

Jasmine chanced to meet her eyes again.

“How long have you been following me?” she asked.

Rani raised her right hand.

“Just that one time, I swear.”

“So what now?”

“Well, honey, you can’t expect to land a job with no address.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. You wouldn't believe the number of times I’ve been turned down. After a while, you just plumb give up. That’s why I’m always at the library.”

“Well, how long do you think that’s gonna last?”

Jasmine shrugged.

“I don’t know,” she confessed. “I don’t even wanna think about it. It’s as if there’s no future for me at all. That’s why I lose myself in books.”

“So you’re actually reading all those poems?” Rani asked.

“Yes. I love poetry. I study the structure.”

“Ah, so you're a writer.”

“I dabble a little.”

Rani smiled again.

“Wow, that’s so ironic,” she said. “You see, I happen to be a writer myself. My mother gave me my first diary when I was twelve. I’ve been journaling ever since. I’m trying my hand at novel-writing now. Only I’ve come down with a severe case of writer’s block. I’d love to read over your work sometime. But first we need to get a roof over your head.”

“I just told you I already have a place.”

“Well, I have a better one.”

“Oh yeah? Where?”

“My place.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. I live alone on the west side. I’d really appreciate some company. So how about it?”

“You’re really taking a risk.”

“Well, you took a risk with me today. Besides, I know all that I need to know. Jasmine, you need help, and I’m able to assist.”

Jasmine sighed and looked down at her plate. There was still a good portion of her meal remaining, but she was filling up fast. She thought to save the giant slice of tiramisu for later. In any case, she didn’t want to seem ungrateful and attempted to finish the main course.

“How have you been feeding yourself?” Rani asked.

Jasmine finished her bite, then took another long sip of water before responding.

“The church runs a soup kitchen five days a week. I stock up from the pantry and eat breakfast with the others before catching the bus. I haven’t had much of an appetite lately. Too worried about tomorrow, I suppose. I never dreamed I’d be in this position. Yet here I am.”
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