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What Really Matters?
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“Don’t all lives matter?”

“Bruh, it’s deeper than that!”

“Yeah, don’t get it twisted!”

“Oh, it’s nothing but propaganda, anyway.”

“Yeah, right at election time?”

“People, we’re in the midst of a socialist takeover!”

“Girl, you sound just like my ninety-year-old gramps! Martin Luther King is still a Communist to him.”

“Redneck bastard!”

“Black lives matter!”

“Well, I fail to understand the relevancy of this conversation, anyway. I thought I signed up for American Literary Tradition.”

It was the third day of fall classes at Edington University. Rani smiled as she rose from the edge of her desk. She studied the assortment of mask covered faces while pacing back and forth before them. There were nearly twenty in total. They varied in hue and ethnicity. A few of them spoke with an interesting lilt. It was her first Honors class. Rani had selected each student from the essays they submitted for entrance. She was a celebrity on campus. They felt privileged just to be in her company and now sat at full attention. She’d made it her goal to match each face with a name by the end of the week.

“Oh, you’re in the right class, Ms. Truman,” Rani announced through a disposable surgical mask. “Part of that tradition involves the struggle for civil rights. How can you call yourselves writers if you’re not in tune with the world around you? A good writer is observant and offers a particular point of view. I thought it would be interesting to start the semester off with an in-depth discussion about our current state of affairs.”

Reginald Sloan smiled snidely beneath his BLM mask, his eyes washing over the beautiful specimen pacing before them. His participation in Edington’s Summer Enrichment Program led to a full scholarship. He raised his pen for Rani’s attention but spoke before permission was given.

“People are saying it’s just a ploy to push the gay agenda,” he said.

Antonia Ashby rolled her eyes at his contumelious remark. She’d claimed the desk before him. Ashby was the serious type who didn’t stand for any foolishness. Her own essay had been mediocre. She was struggling academically. Nonetheless, she was a “homegirl” from Wexford. Rani met her on campus in passing. She appreciated the girl’s determination and drive. 

“Boy, please!” Toni scoffed. “Now, why you wanna bring that up? Nobody twisted your arm to sign up for this class.” 

Most of the girls cosigned her admonition.

“Uh oh, Reg!” Philip Jones teased while swinging his long legs in and out. “You done stepped in it now, boy. See, what we have here, is a campus full of LUGs! You know they gone take up for each other.”   

Jones was the star of Edington’s basketball team. Yet, he was hot-tempered and feared by most. His accusation incited a bout of muffled shouting among the girls. 

Rani raised her hand for silence.

“Ladies, please!” she yelled above the chaos. “This is a class lecture, not a barroom brawl. Let’s return to your seats now.”

The two giggling instigators gave each other a high five.

Amir Bey lifted his mask so that his words were legible.

“Hey Reg,” he shouted from the back of the room. “Ain’t y’all two niggahs shacked up together in an apartment off campus? Oh, people talk, you know!”

The class roared with laughter as he dangled his wrist. 

Reggie resented the accusation but knew better than to try Big Bey. The Edington linebacker stood close to seven feet. He was massive. Reggie shooed him then faced front. 

“Mr. Sloan, if you’re in doubt about the group’s mission, then perhaps you should visit their website,” Rani advised. “I think they’ve stated the objective quite eloquently. It is a collective effort to demand civil rights for all. If you’re asking for my personal opinion on the matter, my work speaks for itself. I’m all about Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

“Oh! So you’re in favor of all this violence and destruction?” 

“Well, my brother, let’s just say that the tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time. The blood of patriots and tyrants is its natural manure!” 

“Thomas Jefferson!” Bolin Lee shouted. 

He was a shy exchange student from Beijing with a keen interest in all things American, especially black culture. Rani winked at him, causing the young man’s eyes to smile.

“Well, I think Brother Jamil said it best,” Philip asserted. “Violence is as American as cherry pie! Only the real revolution won’t be televised. Ain’t no true revolutionary fool enough to bring they selves to national attention. We work undercover. See, our shit is strategic! That mean y’all gone feel it before you see us. But it’ll be too late to stop us by then. BLM ain’t nuthin’ but a sham.”

“Well, I sure hope y’all ain’t going to war over no shiftless niggah like Floyd!” Reggie said.

Toni faced him in her seat again. “Boy, you need to hush! The last thing we need is advice from Candice Owens. It’s not our place to judge others. This here is about police brutality against black people around the country. Our lives matter, too. If they want a race war, then hey, they got one. Why we draggin’ it? Enough is enough!”

Her oration won her a round of applause. Yet, Reggie dismissed her with a parle à ma main.  

“Thank you for your participation,” Rani intervened. “But let’s keep the sexism and racial slurs to a minimal. Edington does have a code of conduct.”

“I agree with Reg,” Dakota Newman said. 

He was a native New Yorker from a prominent background. But no one would ever guess that. He was a grunger. According to his essay, Newman was trying to “find” himself. He hadn’t declared a major yet. Rani had him pegged as a journalist. She’d been his academic adviser for the past couple of years.

“You agree with Reggie about what?” she asked.

Dakota shook his head indecisively. He was plainly in deep thought, tapping his pen against his temple. 

“Why is it always some seedy character at the heart of every protest?” he said. “It really puts a big question mark on everything. Don’t you think? Something bigger has to be behind all of this.”

“Communism,” Stephanie Truman replied while scribbling in her notebook.   

The class began to murmur.  

“Well fuck! Isn’t anyone paying attention?” Truman scoffed. “The disbanding of police departments is the beginning of free association. That’s the defining factor of any socialist movement. No more free enterprise. Everyone on equal footing. At least that’s what they say. I see it as the abolition of our freedom and individuality. We’re already under martial law with city-wide curfews in effect. The Democratic Party is being used as a front. Black, gay, poor – we’re all gonna feel the loss if they win. So keep that in mind when you’re raising your black power fists. The socialist did it first. It remains a symbol of anarchy today.”

Bey laughed mockingly. 

“Yeah, whatever you say, white privilege!” he taunted. 

Truman rolled her eyes to him. “Really, Bey Sharpton? You’re enrolled at a freakin’ college founded by white slave owners. Who twisted your arm to be here?”

“That don’t mean shit!” he yelled. “Edington is still lily white. Most of us are here on some minority scholarship. That includes sports. Take a good look around you, girl. Ain’t but five of us in this class. I want my damn reparations! They owe me this and more.”

“Oh boo hoo!” Truman scoffed. “I come from three generations of coal miners in West Virginia. Yeah, poor white trash! I’m here on scholarship, same as you. Now, shove that in your peace pipe and smoke it.” 

“So why are you downing Democrats?” Toni asked. “Y'all are part of the same economic demographics.”

“Psh! Are you kidding me?” Bey said. “Them crackers voted for Trump.”

“Language!” Rani cautioned. 

Truman rewarded him with a double deuce and then faced front.

“Look, I know this is a touchy subject,” Rani said. “Tempers are flaring right now. But let’s keep this civilized. All of you have raised some very valid points. My personal take on the matter is that the struggle for social justice in America never truly ended. The BLM protest is a validation of that. James Baldwin wrote an essay on police brutality over fifty years ago. A Report from Occupied Territory originally appeared in a 1966 issue of a popular weekly entitled The Nation. I’ve posted a copy on Sakai. Your assignment for tonight is to log in and read. You have three weeks to draw a comparison and formulate your own essay. A rubric has also been posted.”

“I caught you on Duke Street!” Mark Sanders shouted out. “Good look, girl!”    

Sanders, a chubby but fashionable Alabaman, was an honor student and flamboyantly gay. The admission essay had been a picnic for him. He’d won a series of local slam contests already. Céleste was his hero. She’d sat in on a couple of his performances. In her humbled opinion, he had some “serious bars” for a white boy from Mobile. 

“Un pour tous, tous pour un!” she declared.

Toni raised her hand high. “Hold up!” she commanded. “You mean you actually participated in that protest?” 

“But of course, Ms. Ashby! I can’t talk the talk without making the walk. Protests have been my part of life for many years now. You know I strive to keep it real on the Queen Blog.”

“That’s my girl!” Sanders declared.

“Is administration aware of this?” Truman asked.

“Don’t start no shit, girl!” Bey cautioned.

Rani locked eyes with the girl and smiled. “Truman, I may work here, but they certainly don’t own me. I’m on my own time the moment I drive off this campus.” 

“O-kay?” Sanders cosigned with a sassy circle snap.

“Well, I think we should stage our own protest right here on this funky campus!” Bey reasoned. “These private white colleges get the largest endowments but have the lowest enrollment of folks like us.”

His suggestion sparked another round of murmuring.

“Oh, yeah, I’m with y’all on that!” Rani encouraged. “Just as long as you keep it peaceful.”

“Are you serious?” Reggie laughed. “Wow! You the coolest instructor I know.”

“Yeah, you lit!” Philip chimed in.

“Well, if I were to remain silent, I'd be guilty of complicity,” she said. “Nonetheless, I do agree with Dakota to an extent. There are clearly underlying agendas that I do not wish to be involved in. Go in peace, my friends!”

“Would you care to elaborate on that?” Truman teased.

Rani smiled again. She genuinely liked Truman. The girl’s candidness had won her a place in the class. It was definitely going to be an interesting semester with all of them. 

“No, I’d rather leave that to your imagination,” Rani replied. “Why don’t we all take a break? We’ll wrap this discussion up when we return.”
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Micah’s Return
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It took twenty-two hours to reach Raleigh from Accra. Micah was seriously jet-lagged when he arrived. His plane stopped in Casablanca and then in New York before reaching his destination. He’d booked a single suite at Extended Stay in advance. It would be his confinement over the next fourteen days. 

He lay on his back across the room’s queen-size bed. His cash was running low. It would’ve been cheaper for him to have returned to Elysian Hollows, but things were different now. In any case, he was trying to be discreet. 

Micah thought about the best way to handle the situation with Rani. He needed to see his daughter for his own peace of mind. His patience had worn thin back in Accra with his mother hounding him daily. When his body was relaxed enough, he sat up on the side of the bed and reached for his phone on the bedside table. He still had Rani’s number in speed dial. She answered on the third ring, as usual.

“Micah?”

He smiled at the sound of her voice. “Busy?” he asked.

“I’m on break. What’s going on, bro?”

“Oh, I just wanted to chat for a spell.”

“Well, it’s nice to hear your voice, man. You good?”

“Yeah, I’m straight! You think we can get together sometime tonight?”

“Excuse me?”

Micah laughed. “Listen, I’ve actually been held up at a hotel in Raleigh for the past couple of weeks,” he said. “My quarantine was lifted today. I wanna see you, girl! The bar at Applebee’s is open now. There’s a restaurant about fifteen minutes from your place. I could meet you there after class.”

He could hear the breath rush out of Rani. She took her time responding. Micah, however, waited patiently.

“Dude, what’s this about?”

“You comin’ or not?”

“Micah, I don’t know!”

“Oh, come on, girl! We have a lot to catch up on.”

“I have a dinner guest tonight.”

“Well, I won’t keep you for long. I really wanna see you. We still friends, ain’t we?”

“Micah, you’re up to something.”

“Damn, Rani! You can’t even trust a brother. I thought we was tight.”

A long silence passed between them. And then she sighed. “Thirty minutes,” Rani said. “That’s all you’re getting.”

“Cool! Just head south down...”

“I know where it is!”

“Can’t wait to see you, sexy.”

“Yeah whatever.”

Micah smiled triumphantly as he ended the call.
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The A-Z Store
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Jasmine stepped off the city bus at Center City and headed for the new A-Z Store on foot. She removed a smartphone from the side pocket of her daypack and activated the store’s shopping app along the way.

Toni caught sight of the girl while exiting her Fiesta. She’d just parked on the opposite side of the street. She dropped coins into the meter then dodged the oncoming traffic in her haste to get a closer look. The girl’s hair had grown twice as long, reaching just past the midsection of her back. Nonetheless, Toni was certain that it was her old friend.

The A-Z Store was a forerunner in automated stores across the nation. Jasmine loved to hang out there despite multiple cameras hanging from its skeleton ceiling. She was like a kid again when it came to technology. It fascinated her. She slipped on a surgical mask before entering the storefront grocery. 

Customers passed through an electronic kiosk at the entrance. The girl scanned her QR code and then grabbed a smart cart from nearby. Her phone chimed as she made her way to the produce section in back.  

“What’s up Rani!” she answered through a Voyager headset. 

“Wow, it’s hard to believe you’re already in your junior year!”

“Well, who knew my sophomore year would end the way it did?” 

Rani laughed. 

Meanwhile, Jasmine shook open a personal shopping bag and placed it inside of her cart. 

“So, how was your day?” Rani asked.

“Good, but it feels so odd being back on campus this soon.”

“Yes, it does, boo. Things will never be the same again. I suppose we’ll just have to adjust. Lots of homework?” 

“Enough. I caught a bus to the A-Z Store. That’s where I am now.” 

Jasmine grabbed a carton of cherry tomatoes and then looked over the organic zucchini. She bagged two of them and moved on.

Toni was desperate to see her face and tagged along from a distance. 

“Hm, so what will we spoil Blossom with today?” Rani teased.

“I’m shopping for dinner, so there! Nadia is still coming over, isn’t she?”

“That’s actually why I’m calling, angel. I have a brief meeting to attend after class. I’ll try to be home before our esteemed guest arrives.”

Jasmine found the organic red apples and snatched off another produce bag to collect them. 

“No biggie,” she answered blithely.

Raisins and shredded carrots were next on the E-list she’d created on her bus ride. She went in search of them.

“Nervous?” Rani asked.

“Yeah, a little.”

“Well, don’t be. Nadia’s a sweetheart. She sounded very anxious to see your work when we last spoke.”

“I aim to please!” 

“That’s the spirit. Don’t put Blossom to bed just yet. I wanna spend some time with her tonight.”

“Oh, you just wanna show her off.”

“Guilty as charged!”

“Well, you know how ornery she gets around bedtime.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m sure whatever goody you’re buying her will make the child hyper enough.”

Jasmine smiled at the thought of her little one while checking the expiration date on a container of crumbled blue cheese. They’d hired an au pair to watch over their daughter during the weekdays. Miss Olivia made it possible for Jasmine to continue her studies. Jasmine was in a hurry to relieve the elder of her duties. 

“Nah, no swirl pop this time,” she said. “I bought her this cute little bear from the Teamstore instead.”

“Hah! I knew it. Boo, I thought we agreed to no dolls.”

“Did not! I played with dolls, and I’m sure you did as well.” 

Toni finally got her glimpse when Jasmine turned to place the cheese in her bag. She smiled in certainty while tagging along behind her.

“Nope, not one!” Rani said. “Educational toys all the way. It does make a difference, you know.”

“Well, I don’t see anything wrong with it. In fact, psychologist are saying that it assists with emotional development.”

“It bolsters the typical gender stereotype, boo. That a woman’s role in society is mother and homemaker. You know. Barefoot and pregnant?”

“Well, isn’t that what you wanted with me?”

There was no response. 

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Rani, it’s just a stuffed bear!” 

Jasmine pulled a loaf of grain bread from the bakery section and then made her way back to the front with Toni steady at her heals.

“Alright, let’s not be testy about it,” Rani said. “The deed is already done.” 

“Geez, you can be so condescending sometimes!”

“Hey, I’m a lover, not a fighter! I’m in the mood, boo. I have a lot of tension to work out tonight. You down?”

Jasmine smiled a little. 

“Homework, Rani!” she answered bashfully.

“Girl, I’m taking you out to dinner tomorrow! It’s the least you can do.”

“Italian?”

“Just wear something nice for me.”

“But of course! Gotta go now. I need to call Lyft for a ride home.”

“Baby, when are you gonna get your license?”

“Rani, don’t start!”

“Well, just be careful out there. I love you.”

“I love you, too.” 

Jasmine parked her basket at the front and removed the bag of groceries.

“Jazz?” Toni called just as the girl was about to step through the kiosk. She waived her hand high when Jasmine turned around. 

Jasmine’s heart seemed to skip a beat. She didn’t know whether to be glad or sad.  

“Toni?” she replied though barely intelligible.

“Yeah, girl!” 

Toni bounced excitedly as she spread her arms to receive her. 

Jasmine approached in a daze and hugged the girl.

“What are you doing here?” she shrieked.

“Well, I’m glad to see you, too!”

“No, I didn’t mean it that way.”

Girl, I found myself a scholarship! Can you believe it?” 

Toni held the girl back for inspection. Her friend girl was sporting a native inspired tunic top and Italian jeans held up by a gold gypsy belt. Her costly Greek sandals were also native inspired. The jewels, however, said everything. Jasmine had come into money some kind of way. Even her hands were impeccably manicured.

“Dang, girl, you look good!” Toni said.

Jasmine smiled appreciatively but hoped the girl wouldn’t ask what she wasn’t ready to reveal.

“Thanks,” she replied. “So what school do you attend?” 

“Edington. And you?” 

“I’m at Duke.”

“Oh shit! I’m surprised we haven’t run into each other sooner. Girl, it was like you disappeared off the face of the earth. I asked around, but no one knew where you were.”

“It’s a long story, Toni.” 

“Well, girl, you really look good!”

“I’m much better than I was.”

Toni handed over her iPhone. 

“Give me your number,” she said. “We are not losing touch again. You’re living on campus, right?”

Jasmine shook her head while punching in her digits. 

“Negative,” she replied. “I’m sharing a condo with someone. We don’t live too far from here. I would invite you over, but I have a lot going on this evening.”

“Well, we gotta hook up soon and catch up on old times!”

Jasmine smiled as she handed the girl back her phone. 

“Toni, a lot has changed.”  

“Yeah, I’m sure! It’s been some years, Jazz. Got any plans for the weekend?”

“Nah, I’m just chilling with my little princess.”

Toni’s breath caught as she took a few steps back.  

“Jazz, you’re a mom?” she shrieked.

Jasmine smiled and nodded. 

“Oh, my god, I gotta see her!” 

“Maybe later. I’m really pressed for time.”

“You driving?” 

“Nah, I was just about to request a Lyft.

“Oh, no you’re not! I’ll take you home. I’m parked right across the street.” 

She took possession of Jasmine’s shopping bag to insure that she followed. They made it to the other side and entered the car.
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Applebee’s
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Rani frequented the bar at Applebee’s long before the pandemic. She slipped away during the night while Chaska and Jasmine were asleep. It was her “me-time,” when she shed the weight of family and work, if only for an hour. She called Micah no sooner than she reached the boulevard. He’d timed her arrival perfectly.

Club Nouveaux was playing over the sound system when she walked in. Micah grinned at the sight of her while waiting at the bar counter. Lean On Me was their song. They’d danced the night away during senior prom.

“Akwaba!” he greeted, swaying to the music. “Remember this?”

There wasn’t a hint of a smile on Rani’s face as she claimed the seat to his left.

“Wanna tell me what this is about?” she asked dryly.

“Well, let me buy you a drink first. I know you could use one.”

“No thanks. The last thing I need is Jazz nagging me tonight.”

“Damn. She got you on lockdown and shit.”

“Micah, what are you doing here?”

“Chill, girl.”

“Well, this better not be what I think it is.”

“Let me buy you dinner.”

“No. Jasmine is waiting for me at home.”

“Oh yeah, you did mention a dinner guest.”

“That’s right,” she said, tapping the face of her watch.

“Well, who y’all expecting?”

“Nadia Simpson.”

“Our Nadia from the hood?”

“Yeah. She’s an art dealer now. She owns a gallery in Raleigh. I asked her to stop by and look over some of boo’s work.”

“Righteous.”

“Well?”

Micah’s face suddenly turned grim. He swallowed hard as they locked eyes.

“I wanna see my daughter,” he said.

“Micah.”

“Look, I’m not trying to interfere. I just need to see her. That’s all.”

“Sweetie, you don’t have a daughter.”

“Rani, come on. How you gone do me like that?”

Rani looked away and released a long sigh.

“Micah, I don’t believe you. You sinkin’ my ship, putting everything in jeopardy! Man, you know the struggle I’ve gone through earning that girl’s trust.”

Micah rolled his eyes. The thought of her being engaged to another woman still irritated him.

“Yeah, whatever,” he scoffed.

“Whatchu mean, whatever?”

“Well, what are you gonna tell the kid when she asks who her father is?”

“I’m a tell her the truth! We used a donor, and she has two mothers.”

“Oh wow.”

“Brutha, you know you’re wrong.”

“Rani, I promise to keep a respectful distance. I’m in Raleigh now. I just wanted you to know that I’m here if you ever need me for anything. Alright?”

“Why aren’t you in Ghana?” she asked.

Micah faced the bar and nursed the mug of beer he’d ordered in advance.

“Girl, you messed up royally when you posted that picture online. My mama ain’t let up off my ass since.”

Rani’s blood ran cold.

“You told my sister, didn’t you?” she scoffed.

He looked her way again and just stared. The look on his face said everything. She nodded in perfect understanding.

“Yeah, it all makes sense now,” Rani said. “She drove up here the day after Jasmine gave birth and preached a whole sermon on lineage and family ties. I knew there was something behind it.”

“Well?” he urged. “Rani, I can’t leave here without making amends. This will kill my mother if it isn’t resolved. You know I’m an only child. Who knows if I’ll ever have another kid?”

“Are you terminally ill or something?”

“No. Just eternally in love with you.”

Rani’s heart seemed to skip a beat.

“Micah, I don’t get you. Seriously, man? All those girls you smashed?”

“Ain’t none of them you.”

“Sweetie, my heart belongs to Jasmine. I’ve never felt this strongly about anyone before. Please don’t screw this up for me.”

“Well, look at what y’all are putting me through.”

“Micah, how does Adéle even know you’re the father?”

“She got eyes.”

“That don’t mean nuthin’.”

“Girl, she’s West Indian. You know they all got that spiritual thing goin’ on.”

Rani sighed again and rolled her eyes. She was completely at wits’ end with him.

“Jeezus,” she declared. “I’ll run it past Jazz tonight. If she ain’t down with it, then you’ll have to move on. Jasmine carried that baby for nine months. She’s still nursing her, Micah. Jazz taught her how to walk and feed herself. She did all of that while going to school. I’m not gonna allow you to upset her. For Christ’s sake, this is my wife we’re talking about.”

“Well, it’s like I said. I’m not tryin’ to come between y’all. I’m cool with being an uncle.”

“This don’t mean you get visitation rights.”

“I know. So do we have a deal or not?”

“I’m not promising you anything.”

The bartender finally approached them.

“Order anything you want,” Micah said.

“I can pay my own way.”

Rani stood with her purse in hand.

“I have to go now,” she said. “I’ll hit you up later. Alright?”

Micah looked on solemnly as she walked toward the entrance and left.
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Nadia
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Rani received a call from her agent while maneuvering through the evening traffic. She answered via Bluetooth and spoke on speaker. To her surprise, Austin had flown into town overnight with good news.

“Wow, Zelda Freeman! Auzzy, this is unbelievable.”

“So you’re game?”

“Yes, of course! Tell her yes.”

“Well, I’m on my way over with the paperwork and all.”

“Ummm, I don’t know, Auzzy. We have a very important dinner guest tonight. I’m rushing home as we speak.”

“Rani, this is your future we’re talking about. Zelda’s trying to get Enrique Yamamoto involved. If you don’t know, he’s one of the hottest anime directors in Brazil right now. We can’t keep these people waiting. I’m sure your friend will understand.”

“Yeah, but will Jazz? The night belongs to her.”

“Well, I won’t take too much of your time. She just needs you to sign a few forms so we can get the ball rolling.”

“Oh, what the hey. I’m sure she won’t mind if you stay for dinner.”

“Now, that’s the spirit!”

“Wow, I’m so excited!”

“As you should be. Mwisho! is still rising to the top of the best sellers list. We’re predicting it’ll outsell its prequel. Girl, I’m so proud of you.”

“Auzzy, this is like a dream, man.”

“Oh, but it’s real, baby. You’re on your way to the top. Expect a call from Zelda when I get back to New York. I’m on the highway headed to your place. Where are you now?”

“Just around the corner,” she said. “I’ll see you when you get here.”

“Fantastic!”

Rani ended the call. She smiled helplessly while waiting for the traffic light to turn. But there was still the matter of Micah to settle.

His call had caught her completely off guard. She had always been forthright with Jasmine. But tonight was special. There was no telling how she might handle the news.

Rani turned into the parking lot of their complex and claimed her usual spot. She switched off the motor and sat a while in deep contemplation.  

*******
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Doc McStuffins was streaming over the “Big TV” when Rani walked in. She didn’t allow Chaska to watch much television, but the cartoon kept her tranquil enough for Jasmine to prepare dinner in the kitchenette. The toddler sat at full attention, playing with a pile of wood blocks in the middle of the living room floor. Olivia had already fed her for the evening.

The kitchenette was set off from the living room by a sizeable marble-top island. A Bernhardt long table sat before it. Jasmine had it elegantly arranged for tonight’s dinner party. She chose their Siterra stoneware set and Riedel glasses for the occasion. Jasmine had a knack for decor. She made threefold flatware pockets with linen napkins and placed black matte utensils in between. Bernice, Rani’s big sister, had taught her how while working at the family restaurant.

Tonight’s guest of honor was a strict vegetarian. Jasmine planned an entirely vegan meal. She started with a recipe for thirty-minute garlic bread. A cloth-lined wicker basket sat at the center of the table with the slices neatly arranged inside. Her cheesy vegan pasta dish was still baking in the oven. She was making a mixed garden salad to go along when Rani arrived.

Chaska abandoned her toys and squealed in delight as she ran toward her heroine with open arms.

Rani swooped the child up and kissed her audibly.

“Ça va, Blossom?” she greeted.

“Ça va!” Chaska replied robotically.

“Ah, très bien, ma chérie.”

Olivia, their granny au pair, was a bilingual Guadeloupian. It was part of her duty to converse with the child in French. The couple’s policy for screen time was that all shows be set to the language. The toddler understood perfectly.

“So how was class today?” Jasmine asked while slicing red apples at the island.

“Girl, I am thrilled beyond words. I haven’t had a class this engaged in years. This social movement really has them in an uproar. It’s gonna be a very interesting semester, I’ll tell you that much.”

“Yeah, well, I’m hoping we’ll make it through this craziness without any major issues.”

Rani kissed Chaska again and let the child return to her block pile. She dropped her strapped briefcase on the sofa and strolled toward the counter to greet her “wife” properly.

“Ready?” she asked along the way.

“Almost,” Jasmine said.

“What about your portfolio?”

“I think I’ll just show her around the studio instead.”

Rani held her from behind and nuzzled against her neck.

“Don’t start anything you can’t finish!” Jasmine teased. “Nadia just called. She’s running late but promised to be here as soon as possible.”

Rani rested her chin on the girl’s shoulder and smiled while watching her work.

“Do you think you can stretch what we have for four? Austin’s in town. He’s on his way over now.”

“No problem,” Jasmine said. “I just hope he doesn’t mind the vegan thing.”

“Boo, I can’t wait to take you out tomorrow. I have the entire evening planned. I hope Olivia will be able to keep her plans to sit for us.”

“Oh, she hasn’t forgotten. I felt foolish for even asking. You know how close they are. She’s been caring for Chaska ever since she was a newborn. I put it down in your book as overtime, anyway.”

“Perfect,” Rani declared.

She continued her seduction and drew a smile from her young lover.

“So how’d the meeting go?” Jasmine asked.

Rani stopped suddenly and sighed as she guided the girl to the opposite side by the hand. She sat on a bar stool and stared deep into Jasmine’s eyes.

“Something wrong?” Jasmine asked.

“Micah’s back in town.”

Jasmine felt her stomach drop as Rani’s grip on her tightened.

“And?” she said.

“Well, that’s who my meeting was with.”

“So what happened?”

“He asked to see the baby.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“That I had to speak with you first.”

“Rani, there’s nothing to talk about. I gave birth to Chaska.

She’s mine. We don’t need him for anything. That’s what you promised me.”

“Jazz, he knows that. I’m just trying to keep this civil. He’s still my friend.”

Jasmine snatched away from her and walked to Chaska. She picked the child up and carried her upstairs.

Rani sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. The night was already turning into a disaster. She was starving, too. Micah’s out-of-the-blue call had ruined her appetite for lunch. She picked out a handful of almonds, raisins, and apple slices and popped them into her mouth one by one.

*******
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Nadia arrived at seven. She beat Austin by fifteen minutes. To Rani’s relief, Jasmine returned to greet their guests. She took Nadia down to the studio below while Rani signed papers for Austin at her desk. He stood over her shoulder as they read through the contract together.

“So is Nadia into white boys?” he asked. “She’s really a looker.”

“Don’t ruin the moment, Auzzy. Do it on your own time if you’re gonna flirt. This is boo’s big night.”

“Well, I couldn’t help but notice a certain iciness between the two of you. Trouble in paradise so soon?”

Rani sat back and sighed.

“Micah’s back,” she said. “He’s asking to be a part of Chaska’s life.”

Austin’s mouth fell open.

“Is he serious?” he scoffed.

Rani faced him in the chair.

“Austin, I never meant for this to be a thing between us. He’s always been there for me.”

“Yeah, but this is like asking for a kidney back. People generally donate in good faith, you know?”

“Well, it’s not like he’s asking for custody.”

“You don’t owe him anything, Rani.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“So what did Jasmine say?”

“We ain’t talking. I broke the news to her just before you arrived. Bruh, you know me. I’ve never been good at lying, especially not to Jazz.”

Austin slid his hands into the pockets of his trousers and paced before her. She watched him deliberate in silence, hoping he’d come up with a viable resolution. The man had a knack for problem-solving and was quick on his feet. He was a New York attorney, a Harvard graduate at that. Suddenly he stopped and faced her again.

“Listen, babe, I’m gonna need you in good spirits for this project to work. This is the highlight of your career.”

“Austin, you’re telling me what I already know.”

“So what are you gonna do?”

“Dude, I was hoping you would tell me. I’m trapped in the middle of a cold war between my sweetheart and my best friend.”

“Well, honey, you’re practically married now. If Jasmine feels this strongly about it, then maybe it’s time to find a new best friend.”

“Auzzy, that’s cold.”

“Hey, life is cold. Besides, I did warn you about using a known donor.”

“Well, I wasn’t about to ask a complete stranger!”

“Rani... fix this. And do it quickly. Okay?”

There was laughter as Jasmine and Nadia ascended from the first level. Rani rose from her seat as they appeared hand in hand. The exhibit had obviously gone over well.

“Well, young lady, I think you have a very bright future ahead of you,” Nadia said.

She was a small but curvaceous young woman, stylishly adorned in a white belted blazer dress. The funky block heel sandals gave her a much-desired height. She wore a short caramel taper trimmed to perfection. Austin felt that Nadia’s eyes were her most inviting feature. They were a rare amber hue. Nonetheless, she wore a diamond stud in her left nostril that put her sexuality into question. Her movements, however, exuded sensuality. Jasmine blatantly adored her. Rani smiled at the sight of them.

“Well, I see that you’re interested in boo’s work,” she said.

“Girl, I’m blown away! We were discussing the possibility of a one-man show. She’ll need a few more pieces, of course.”

“So how long have you been into art dealing?” Austin asked.

His heart seemed to skip a beat when she faced him with a beautiful wide grin.

“Oh, it’s been about fifteen years now. My work has taken me around the world. I started off as a curator at a museum in New York. My career took off from there. I’m now a co-owner of a small gallery in Raleigh. We’ve been in business for a little over three years. And we’re always on the lookout for the next Kenturah Davis.”

“Boo is largely Native American,” Rani said.

“Honey, that won’t make any difference. What matters is the talent. And she certainly does have a knack for painting.”

“Awesome!” Austin said, rubbing his hands. “So when do we eat? I’m starving. All the excitement going on caused me to skip lunch today.”

“Well, everything is vegan,” Jasmine said. “I prepared this meal especially for Nadia.”

“Oh, how sweet!” Nadia replied.

“Yeah, the table’s all set,” Rani announced. “Everyone, please, have a seat.”

Austin escorted Nadia to the table and pulled out a chair for her. Rani did the same for Jasmine and then settled opposite her. But the girl still refused to make eye contact.

“Rani, I really wish I’d come early enough to see the baby,” Nadia said. “I just can’t get over you being somebody’s mother.”

“Girl, who are you telling? It’s like I’m living in a dream sometimes.”

“Yeah, until the crying starts,” Austin teased.

The women agreed in unison while he uncorked a bottle of chilled pinot gris and poured for everyone. Rani had purchased the wine a day in advance, well aware of their guest’s fondness for the variety. She placed her hand over the mouth of her wife’s Riedel when Austin came their way.

“Oy vey!” he declared. “Jazz, I forgot. You’re still breastfeeding.”

“Oh really?” Nadia said.

“Yeah, it’s supposed to boost the immune system,” Jasmine explained.

Rani opened a bottle of Finé spring water and served it instead. She took the remainder for herself.

“So how’s it going?” Austin asked.

“Oh, Chaska has rarely been ill since she was born. I switched to formula after six months but returned to breastfeeding when we came back from our cruise.”

“Well, I’m certainly on board with that!” Nadia said. “I’m au naturel, myself. The immunoglobulins in breast milk neutralize bacteria and viruses. Did you know that certain fruits and leafy vegetables can increase your flow?”

“Yes, I read about it online while searching for vegan recipes. I’m really tempted to change my diet.”

“Sweetie, we need to be sure that Blossom is getting all the nutrients she needs,” Rani said.

“Well, a decent multivitamin and a well-planned diet will take care of that, Rani. That is, if she’s serious about conversion. Girl, you know my parents are physicians. A lot of their ways have rubbed off on me. I’m all about advocating healthy living among our youth.”

“Yeah, it makes sense to me,” Austin said. “Rani, how can you be against a vegan diet when the characters in your own novel are vegetarian?”

Rani smiled and shook her head at his pathetic attempt to gain Nadia’s interest. The man had some of the worst health habits out of all the people she knew.

“Who among the outcasts had the advantage of raising livestock?” she asked. “There are passages alluding to the fact that nutritional rickets was rampant among their offspring. Ownership of livestock has always been a privilege of the elite. A single adult cow will cost you no less than two grand these days.”

“Oh yes!” Nadia said. “Belated congratulations on the success of your novel, Madam Céleste.”

“Merci beaucoup, Mademoiselle.”

“Well, the sequel is on the verge of becoming a bestseller as well,” Austin boasted. “I feel very fortunate to have Rani as a client.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Nadia said.

Rani’s eyes remained fixed on Jasmine in spite of their flattery. The girl was still refusing to make eye contact.

“Enough about me,” Rani said. “I wanna know what’s in store for my boo.”

“Shall we pray first?” Jasmine advised.

Austin was Jewish but joined hands anyway. They all followed Jasmine’s lead, bowing their heads for grace.


“We thank You, our Heavenly Host, for this food we are receiving for the nourishment and strength of our feeble bodies. May You continuously bless our lives as well as those who are in need. Amen.”



“Amen,” her conjugates echoed.

“Wow, this looks so divine!” Nadia said, helping herself to the vegan lasagna.

Austin took the first bite and nodded approvingly.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “It tastes good, too. Not at all like I expected. It’s almost as good as the real deal.”

“It is the real deal!” Nadia assured him. “What you meat-eaters actually crave is flavor and texture. This can be duplicated in vegan recipes. Isn’t that right, Jasmine?”

“Well, in all honesty, this is the first vegan meal I’ve ever prepared. I’ve ordered vegetarian platters in the past, so I know how it’s supposed to taste.”

“Job well done!” Nadia said.

“We were discussing boo’s prospects,” Rani reminded her.

“Oh yes! Well, every story is different, of course. I was destined to visit Paris after graduation. France remains at the forefront of high art and culture to this very day. I always held a job during summer break, so I used my savings for travel and expense. Artists throughout time have made the pilgrimage to study the work of mavens. If you can get there, Jazz, it’s an experience you’ll never forget.”

“Touché!” Rani said. “The Musée d'Orsay?”

“Oh yes, and the Musée de l'Orangerie! Jasmine, you have not lived until your eyes behold an original Picasso and Matisse.”

“Musée Marmottan Monet!” Austin interjected. “What’s a trip to Paris worth without paying homage to the father of impressionism?”

“Oh, but the absolute must is Le Centre Pompidou!” Nadia said. “This museum organizes major exhibitions of modern artwork every year. The building itself is a work of art. They’ve featured the work of cartoonists, printmakers, sculptors, painters, industrial designers, and architects from the late seventies up to present times. I think it would really inspire you.”

“What about art schools?” Jasmine asked.

“Well, American students normally attend the University of Paris. But you’ll need at least one semester of Intermediate French.”

“Well, I’m taking that right now!”

“Easy, boo,” Rani said. “We’ll have plenty of time for travel later on. Just concentrate on your studies for now. You’re almost at the finish line, girl.”

Jasmine rolled her eyes and sighed.

“This is supposed to be my year to study abroad, Rani.”

“Oh yeah! You’re a junior this year, right?” Austin said.

“Boo, it’s not a requirement.”

“Yeah, traveling to Paris won’t make or break your career,” Nadia said. “Success largely depends on what you bring to the table. Some artists are contracted to design for a particular gallery. Jackson Pollock got his start that way. It’s definitely something for you to consider. Who knows? Perhaps it’ll be your work on exhibit at Centre Pompidou someday. Lord knows you certainly have the talent.”

Austin raised his wine glass for a toast. “Keep your head up, shayna maidel,” he encouraged.

Jasmine hung her head anyway and raked her fork through her food. She was the only one among them who hadn’t seen Paris. She loved Rani but seriously wondered how life might have been had she not conceded to motherhood so soon.

Rani seemed to know her thoughts and reached out for the girl’s hand.

Nadia smiled at the sight of them while sampling her wine. They made a beautiful couple, she thought. Yet there was obviously some discrepancy going on between them. Whatever it was, she was certain they would work it out over time. The bond they shared was just that strong. It was evident that Rani lived for this girl.
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Pop Quiz
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It was Friday. Rani’s morning class was met with a pop quiz on Wednesday’s reading assignment. They expressed their discontent as she handed out the short test. Rani, however, was holding no punches. She strolled through the aisles while keeping time on the room’s manual wall clock. There were ten questions in total, each worth ten points. A bonus question was included but wasn’t mandatory. They had twenty minutes to answer them all.

Toni was obviously struggling. She was practically in tears, erasing erratically and looking up at the clock repeatedly. Rani felt sorry for her. The girl was close to academic probation. Still, Rani had made the test as fair as possible.

Big Bey didn’t seem to be faring much better. He was swearing beneath his breath and once grabbed his paper as if to rip it to shreds. He calmed down after a while and wrote profusely again.

There was no doubt that Bolin Lee knew every question. The young man was an avid reader, yet he was still having difficulty expressing himself in writing. Rani hoped the class might help him. She’d thought about making the quiz multiple choice but decided against it since it was a writing course.

She smiled while strolling in Saunders’ direction. He was upbeat as ever. Saunders never showed any discontent, no matter the circumstances. He wrote fluidly in his neatest handwriting. She imagined him humming the tune Beautiful in his mind and nearly burst out laughing.

The second hand finally landed on twelve, completing the last minute of the test.

“Alright, time’s up, ladies and gentlemen.”

Rani began collecting papers.

“Shoot, I work!” Philip scoffed as he flung his paper her way.

“Fool, I work, too!” Toni retorted. “You don’t hear me complaining.”

“Piece of cake!” Truman said. “Didn’t you read the assignment?”

“Not!” Toni answered mockingly.

Reggie smiled proudly at Rani as he handed her his paper. “Ace in the hole!” he said.

“I’m not so sure about mine,” Dakota confessed gloomily.

“Relax, people!” Rani rejoined. “This is just the beginning of the semester. You have plenty of time to redeem yourselves.”

The instructor returned to her desk and placed the papers in her briefcase.

“Occupied Territory,” she began. “Can anyone tell us what it means?”

“The military takeover of an area of land without a formal claim of sovereignty,” Truman answered.

“That’s right. The occupied territory in Baldwin’s essay is, of course, Harlem, New York in the mid-sixties. The city’s racial climate is very intense after the brutal treatment of six Black youths known today as the Harlem Six. The essay offers a candid comparison between police brutality in American inner cities and the military presence in Southeast Asia. This is the height of the Vietnam War. Black youths are dying in high numbers on the battlefield while their contemporaries suffer grave indignities at the hands of sworn police officers back home.”

“Ain’t shit changed,” Bey interrupted. “It’s as if they’re provoking us to fight back so they can deploy the troops and exterminate us once and for all. They send their lackeys out to kill unarmed Black folks just to set it off. We served our purpose on the plantations. They don’t need us in this country no more.”

“Oh, the occupation is worldwide!” Truman scoffed.

“Truman, please, step out of the box!” Dakota said. “Aren’t anarchists trying to break the chains of command?”

“All they want is a free ride through life!”

“Yeah, but remember the words of Hamilton,” Toni said. “If you don’t stand for something, you’ll fall for anything.”

“Well, honey, that don’t mean we should go out destroying civilization!”

“Why the hell not?” Bey scoffed. “This country was built on the backs of enslaved Black folks. Yet all the power remains in the hands of our oppressors.”

“Yeah, the American judicial system is still separate and unequal,” Philip added. “The Civil Rights Act ain’t changed nuthin’! We’re still being discriminated against nearly sixty years later. The only difference is the racists went undercover.”

“Yup, they the police!” Toni said.

“Preach, sistah!” Saunders teased.

Rani smiled as she observed their disposition. “What will you do about it?” she asked. “It has been said that the future belongs to the youth. In his essay, Baldwin recalls a time when he was invited to Washington to offer a resolution for the Black uprising in inner cities. What resolution would you propose concerning the events we are witnessing today? I want you to tackle this in your compositions. But first, you will read about the Harlem Six over the weekend.”

*******

[image: ]


Micah took breakfast in his room and dressed for the day in a stylish chambray blazer and pants. There was a job opening for a history teacher at a local high school. He had an interview in less than an hour but was anxious to speak with Rani first. Morning break was the likeliest time to reach her. He’d anticipated the follow-up call all night. Now he paced before the bed, heartbeat quickening after the third ring.

“Rani speaking.”

Micah grinned, standing wide-legged before the bed. He rattled his keys in the side pocket of his trousers.

“So what’s the verdict?” he asked.

Rani sighed, then took a moment to respond.

“Micah, you aren’t exactly on her list of favorite people, but I can tell you she’s at least thinking about it.”

“Valid! So can I come over?”

“No.”

“Well, when can I see her?”

“When and if Jazz says it’s all right.”

Her words hit hard, wiping the smile from Micah’s face. He started pacing again.

“Look, I put my neck on the line for y’all!”

“Dude, you donated sperm like a million other men. That don’t make you a father.”

“Well, I’m here now, ain’t I?”

“So?”

“See, y’all wanna dog a brother for not being around. I came back to handle mine. Now look at how y’all treatin’ me!”

“Micah, you’re intruding.”

“I’m trying to help you out!”

“Did we ask for any assistance?”

“Well, what if something tragic was to happen to one of y’all?”

“Hey, I got family just like you.”

“Girl, you straight trippin’. I did this for you! I don’t want nobody else raising my kid while I’m alive and well.”

“What kid?”

“Rani, come on now! Stop playin’ me. Why you always gotta double-cross me every time I do something nice for you?”

“Brutha, you knew the deal when you signed at that clinic.”

“What about my mama?”

“What about your mama?”

“Girl, you know she wants to see her granddaughter! You gone do her grimy, too?”

“Here we go in circles,” Rani scoffed. “Dude, face facts. You ain’t got no daughter here. Even if we were to honor your request, you have no rights to our child.”

“Rani, that girl is just a surrogate. She’s not even related to Chaska. This matter is between you and me.”

“Chaska is legally Jasmine’s child, Micah. She gave birth to her.”

“Now whatchu mean by that?” he asked.

“It means that the state of North Carolina doesn’t acknowledge you as a parent unless your name is on the birth certificate. Jazz is what they call an established legal parent.”

“You mean a perfect stranger can just walk with my kid?”

“Hey, I’m the one who pulled Chaska out of the womb. My name is on there, bruh! Yours isn’t. Case closed.”

“Fuck!” Micah yelled. You could’ve at least told me the girl was pregnant.”

“You know what? I’m beginning to have second thoughts about this whole thing the more I speak to you. Bye, Micah.”

Micah’s heart dropped to his stomach.

“No wait!” he yelled.

She ended the call anyway.

He plopped down near the foot of the bed and sulked.
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Le Vie En Rose 
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Rani drove Jasmine to Le Grand Château for dinner. It came as a surprise to the girl. Their reservations had been made a week in advance. It was their first time dining out since the pandemic. The restaurant enforced a formal dress code for diners. They wore complementary evening apparel for the occasion. Their young, uniformed server was quick to escort the couple to their table.
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