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“Take care of you, sweetheart...”

Aspasia could barely recognize her own voice. “I must be really excited”, she told herself, watching Jasmine, her little daughter, walking down the long train aisle. The girl was struggling with her two large suitcases, and if time would’ve allowed it, Aspasia would’ve helped her settle in the compartment.

At the end of the platform, Mr. Ansley, the conductor, straightened his cap and curiously checked his phone. A slow smile worked its way across Aspasia’s face and into her eyes. More than fourteen years ago, Mr. Ansley would count the ongoing passage of time using his huge alarm clock, a Russian monstrosity, with its dial as big as a plate. Now, even though he aged like everybody else, Mr. Ansley proved he can keep up with the times and the latest technologies. The Russian clock had become a thing of the past, and in its place, the conductor enjoyed the benefits of a Chinese phone which could be used for making calls and sending texts, in addition to accurately showing the time.

Speaking of which...

A prolonged whistle from the top of Mr. Ansley’s lungs, and the green side of his signaling palette rose in the air. Shrill and short, the locomotive sounded its whistle too, and the train began to pull out of the station slowly.

Aspasia took a deep breath and tried to swallow her tears. She didn’t want Jasmine to see her crying, although she had imagined a more dramatic goodbye. Or, better yet, more romantic: Jasmine watching her from the compartment window, her handkerchief waving in her hand; an she, in turn, waving back her embroidered handkerchief and sending her flying goodbye kisses. Handkerchiefs have plenty of uses, and she gave Jasmine an entire set, hoping her daughter would never have to use them to wipe her tears.

However, Aspasia’s feet remained impassive toward the aching of her heart, and instead of chasing the train that was gaining speed by the second, she settled with leaning against one of the station’s supporting pillars. Better that way; she could at least see Jasmine. The girl was fighting her way along the aisle, dragging her luggage, much too heavy for her feeble body; turning around and waving at her mother was the last thing on her mind. A hulking fellow in a red neckcloth obscured her vision, and Jasmine vanished from sight.

It was the end of their goodbye.

Another prolonged whistle, and Aspasia flinched. Through the cloud of steam, she saw the train again, its compartments painted pale blue and stained with rust in places. But she didn’t see Jasmine anymore.

It was the first time Jasmine left home. She was a young lady now. A high-school lady. Ninth grade.

Now, Aspasia could cry. She didn’t care if somebody saw her. The important thing was that Jasmine wasn’t there to see her tears, and that the poor girl wouldn’t arrive at the boarding school heart broken. Maybe it would’ve been better if she had accompanied her though; that way she could see Jasmine’s room and meet her roommates. Plus, if there was anything else the girl needed, like an extra pillowcase or even a coverlet, she would know. In the old days, when Aspasia herself was in high school, the dorm rooms were freezing cold; she got her rheumatism from there.

Unfortunately, Aspasia had had to part with the girl on the platform; audit control on Monday morning, her boss, Mr. Cooper, informed her team. If it were only for Mr. Cooper’s words, she’d be on the train with Jasmine, sharing the same economy class hard seat. The audit people knew little, but they knew it so damn well: If someone is not present during control, it means he’s hiding. And if he’s hiding, then he must have something to hide. And with the current job crisis, the last thing she needed was to be suspected of some shady activity. She would visit Jasmine as soon as the control ended. Still, they had to come for inspection on Monday, of all the days.

“Goodbye Jasmine, my dear...” Aspasia wiped her tears.

“Don’t be said, ma’am,” she heard Mr. Ansley saying, “That’s the way of the world; they grow up, we get older, and, before you know it, they sprout wings and fly away. There’s nothing we can do about it...”

“It’s true... There’s nothing we can do,” Aspasia sighed, “But it feels like it’s too soon, you know?”

“Too Soon?! You might be right, ma’am.”, the conductor admitted, adjusting the bill of his cap.

“Too soon...” said the woman again. “It seems only yesterday...”

“Yesterday...” the conductor sighed, suddenly feeling nostalgic for the past. “It was very brave of you, Aspasia. Look how much she has grown! And she even looks like you...”

“Yeah, as if I believe that,” she opposed him, although deep down, she knew the conductor was right. She loved Jasmine, and even though the girl wasn’t her real daughter, she loved her like one. Her thoughts went to that December night; a bone-chilling dark night, full of surprises.
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“Would you mind helping me with the baby? Please, I can’t hold her any longer; I need to go to the bathroom...”

The sudden voice startled Aspasia. Despite the freezing cold in the waiting room, she’d managed to doze in her chair. It was two in the morning, so she had all the right to.

“Yes, sorry?” she blinked rapidly to the woman standing in front of her.

“Could you hold my little girl until I return from the bathroom? I don’t think I can manage with her in there, you know.”

Aspasia smiled. She could only understand her.

“Please,” insisted the woman, her incredible blue eyes blinking sadly in the crepuscular neon light of the waiting room. She was tall, but her shoulders were slightly lowered, and Aspasia couldn’t tell for sure if she was beautiful or not; the lower part of her face was covered with a black shawl, like the ones used by Arabian women.

“Yes, of course!” Aspasia accepted, “I’ll gladly help you! Give her to me. Let’s hope she won’t start crying...”

“Not to worry,” the woman assured her, “She’s asleep, so she won’t give you any trouble. Her name is Jasmine.”

“Jasmine? Such a beautiful name.”

“It is,” acknowledged the mother, impatiently looking at the back wall. “Here. Take good care of her.”

She placed the tiny bundle of life covered in a fuzzy blanket in Aspasia’s arms, lifted the pink handkerchief from its face and then kissed the little forehead. The baby gave a sudden jerk of his head but didn’t wake up.

“Her name is Jasmine”, she repeated, with sadness in her voice. “Take good care of her, please.”

She gently grabbed Aspasia’s hand, in a gesture of absurd tenderness; strange, as all she had to do was go to the bathroom then return for her daughter. Aspasia grimaced. The woman’s hands were icy cold even though she and her baby were dressed in warm clothes.

“Jasmine...” said the woman, as if she wanted Aspasia to remember the name for the rest of her life, then turned around and headed towards the exit. Aspasia’s gaze followed her, unable to shake off the feeling that something unpleasant was about to happen.

The door opened and the wind flung snow into the woman’s face, almost knocking her down. How unlucky she had to use the station toilet on such a night!

When the door closed, Aspasia sighed in relief, but she wasn’t relaxed; not when she was holding a baby as small as a kitten wrapped in a bundle of clothes and blankets. Aspasia was almost thirty-five years old and, judging by the harsh standards of that corner of the world, she was considered old. Very old, even, if she was to listen to aunt Marge’s nagging, her only living relative. On the other hand, Aspasia had enough against marriage. Nick... Oh well, no use in digging
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