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Everyone in the apartment complex I lived in knew who Ugly was. Ugly was the resident tomcat. Ugly loved three things in this world: fighting, eating garbage, and shall we say, love. The combination of these things combined with a life spent outside had their effect on Ugly. 

To start with, he had only one eye, and where the other should have been was a gaping hole. He was also missing his ear on the same side, his left foot appeared to have been badly broken at one time, and had healed at an unnatural angle, making him look like he was always turning the corner. His tail has long since been lost, leaving only the smallest stub, which he would constantly jerk and twitch. Ugly would have been a dark gray tabby striped-type, except for the sores covering his head, neck, even his shoulders with thick, yellowing scabs. Every time someone saw Ugly there was the same reaction: "That's one ugly cat!" 

All the children were warned not to touch him, the adults threw rocks at him, hosed him down, and squirted him when he tried to come into their homes or shut his paws in the door when he would not leave. Ugly always had the same reaction. If you turned the hose on him, he would stand there, getting soaked until you gave up and quit. If you threw things at him, he would curl his lanky body around your feet in forgiveness. Whenever he spied children, he would come running meowing frantically and bump his head against their hands, begging for their love. If you ever picked him up he would immediately begin suckling on your shirt, ears, whatever he could find.  

One day Ugly shared his love with the neighbor’s huskies. They did not respond kindly, and Ugly was badly mauled. From my apartment, I could hear his screams, and I tried to rush to his aid. By the time I got to where he was laying, it was apparent Ugly's sad life was almost at an end. 

Ugly lay in a wet circle, his back legs and lower back twisted grossly out of shape, a gaping tear in the white strip of fur that ran down his front. As I picked him up and tried to carry him home I could hear him wheezing and gasping and could feel him struggling. I must be hurting him terribly I thought. Then I felt a familiar tugging, sucking sensation on my ear. Ugly, in so much pain, suffering, and obviously dying, was trying to suckle my ear. I pulled him closer to me, and he bumped the palm of my hand with his head, then he turned his one golden eye toward me, and I could hear the distinct sound of purring. 

Even in the greatest pain, that ugly battled-scarred cat was asking only for a little affection, perhaps some compassion. At that moment I thought Ugly was the most beautiful, loving creature I had ever seen. Never once did he try to bite or scratch me, or even try to get away from me, or struggle in any way. Ugly just looked up at me completely trusting in me to relieve his pain. Ugly died in my arms before I could get inside, but I sat and held him for a long time afterward, thinking about how one scarred, deformed little stray could so alter my opinion about what it means to have true pureness of spirit, to love so totally and truly. 

Ugly taught me more about giving and compassion than a thousand books, lectures, or talk show specials ever could, and for that I will always be thankful. He had been scarred on the outside, but I was scarred on the inside, and it was time for me to move on and learn to love truly and deeply. To give my total to those I cared for. 

All of us would want to be richer, more successful, well-liked, or beautiful, but me, I will always try to be "Ugly".... Unknown

To All the Fearfully and Wonderfully Made People of the World, finally, my brethren, whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things. Philippians 4:8 (The Bible King James Version)
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“The world is a beautiful place. It's just the people in it that make it ugly.” Rick Thompson

––––––––
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“It coulda been me, it shoulda been me, it woulda been me...”

Envy was deep in thought. Why is it that most obese people can hum? I mean they just don’t sing, they sang. Is it something with the make-up of their vocal cords or what? Envy listened from the middle row of the church pew at her 350-plus-pound friend, Layla, her voice so strong it echoed off the wall of the sanctuary like she was singing from a mountaintop. She could easily compete against Yolanda Adams. 

Even from the middle pew, Envy could see beads of sweat glistening and dripping down Layla’s face. The church seemed on fire, moved by the Holy Spirit spreading through the choir stand.

Kacie sat next to Envy on the royal purple pews. Leaning over and whispering in a harsh voice, she chastised her children, Kali, Kendra, Kenny, Kassandra, and Keith, while holding onto nine-month-old baby Keshena. “Didn’t you hear me? I said sit y’all tails down and be still. I told y’all about acting a fool in church. Now, stop it or you know what’s good for you.”

Kacie turned toward Envy and mumbled, “I don’t know why they can’t have Children’s Church every Sunday.” 

The five children barely acknowledged their mother’s threats until she hauled off and slapped four-year-old Kali and five-year-old Keith on their legs. Before tears could gush from their faces, she pointed one long polished fingernail at them. 

“You better not let a single, solitary tear,” she demanded of the two kids. Two-year-old Kendra, seven-year-old Kassandra, and ten-year-old Kenny’s eyes widened in fear like they were hoping they wouldn’t be next.

When Keshena started crying, Envy reached over and quickly removed her from Kacie’s arms. No sense in all of Kacie’s kids keeping up a ruckus. Envy searched in the baby’s diaper pouch until she found her juice bottle and Keshena immediately grabbed it out of Envy’s hand, placed it in her mouth, and leaned back in the comfort of Envy’s arms.

“It was mercy and grace,” Layla belted. With upraised arms, and bowed head, Layla started jumping up and down in the choir stand. Envy saw two teenage boys on the pew in front of her snickering when Layla broke out in a Holy Ghost dance. Envy hated to admit it, but it was sort of funny to see Layla in a purple robe, jumping up and down. She put her in the mind of the purple dinosaur she’d seen Kacie’s kids watching on television from time to time. Just as quick as the thought invaded her mind, did she see the inevitable unfold before her nut-brown eyes, enhanced by the designer eyeglasses she wore. Nervously, Envy pushed her frames up on her nose.

Suddenly, Layla’s humongous legs pointed toward the ceiling at the same time that her backside landed on the purple carpet. Gasps and aahs, and more than a few giggles filled the air while deacons and ushers rushed to Layla’s side. 

Envy’s hand flew up against her mouth, while Kacie’s kids pointed and laughed at their ‘Play Aunt Layla’ sprawled on the floor at the front of the choir stand for everyone to get a first-class view.

Kacie popped each of her kids one by one and warned them to shut up. It took several minutes for the church staff to get Layla up on her feet. While they led a limping, disheveled Layla to the choir room, Envy stood and shuffled quickly past Kacie and her kids.

Rushing to the choir room, Envy halted for only seconds and then burst inside to find Layla crying, probably more from shame and embarrassment than anything else.

“Layla, girl, are you all right?” Envy asked and knelt beside Layla. She pushed back several locks of the twists that partially shielded Layla’s blood-red face.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Layla whispered.

“Are you sure? Why don’t you let me take you to the doctor to the emergency room to get checked out?” Envy offered.

“No, I said I’m fine.” Layla snarled. 

“Sista Layla, if you need anything, let me know,” one of the ushers told her.

“Thanks, Sista Jones, I’m fine. Y’all can go on back in the sanctuary.”

“Okay, honey. Come on, y’all,” Sista Jones ordered the rest of the ushers who were still gathered in the choir room. “We need to get back to our posts before Pastor Betts starts his message,” she told them.

The ushers left and Layla and Envy were alone.

“I can’t believe I did that,” Layla cried. “My fat tail fell. I know I musta looked like an elephant. I know folks were laughing. They’re probably out there still laughing and talking about me.” Layla wiped tears from her eyes.

“I told you about downing yourself, Layla. People fall every day. What makes you think it shouldn’t happen to you? Think about Kacie. You don’t hear her feeling sorry for herself and she’s fallen way more times than you ever have. And kids used to make fun of me because I’m dark-skinned. What I’m saying is that calling yourself names is not going to make things better. How many times have I told you that talking about yourself only makes you feel worse? So what if you’re a little overweight? If you’re tired of it, then do something about it,” Envy lashed out.

“I am not going to get into this with you here in the church. You know I’m more than a little overweight, so don’t try to pretend that I’m not. I already feel stupid enough for being so careless. And just ‘cause you are a size six doesn’t make me feel better, and whether you’re dark or light has nothing to do with the way people treat you.” Layla wiped the last tear from her round full figured face. “It’s not as easy to lose all of this.” Layla pointed at herself with her hands. “It’s hard; downright impossible for me.” 

Layla stood and moved toward the door. Peeping to see who was in the hallway, she walked out when she didn’t see anyone. Envy followed. Layla was not about to go back into the choir stand. Instead, she went into the sanctuary and took a seat next to the last pew, and listened to Pastor Betts’s message. 

“Go back up there with Kacie. You know she needs help with all of them children,” Layla said.

Envy agreed and tip-toed back to her seat.

“Is she all right?” Kacie whispered when Envy sat down.

“Yeah, her ego is bruised more than anything,” Envy said and focused her attention on Pastor Betts.

When services ended, Kacie rushed the children along by pushing them one after another into the crowded aisle of people. Envy held Keshena until they all made it to the Fellowship Hall located in the back of the church where muffins, juice, and coffee were prepared for whoever wanted a light snack. 

Kacie was glad the church provided snacks every Sunday. That way she wouldn’t have to worry about rushing home to cook. She wanted to lie down, relax and chat on the phone, which was more like a hobby for Kacie.

“Sista Layla, are you all right?” Several church members asked while Layla stuffed herself with muffins. 

She assured them that she was fine.

“You know you did your thing this morning, girl,” said another church member. 

“Thank you. That’s one of my favorite songs,” replied, a still shaken Layla.

Envy stood next to Layla, holding Keshena. She fed the baby a finger full of a blueberry muffin. 

Layla pushed the last portion of her third muffin into her mouth, washing it down with a box of juicy juice. Scanning the fellowship hall, Layla spied Kacie all up in some man’s face, skinning and grinning while her children ran around in and out of the crowd, slinging chunks of muffins all over the place and splattering juice. 

“When is she ever going to learn?” asked Layla.

“No time soon, believe me. But I’m not going to stand here and hold Keshena while she pushes up on some man. My arm already feels like I’ve been holding a piece of lead.” Envy made her way over to Kacie. Without uttering a word, she placed Keshena in Kacie’s arms. Right away Keshena started crying. “Layla and I are about to leave. I guess we’ll check you later.”

Appearing somewhat embarrassed by Envy’s gesture, and her baby’s crying, she flipped Envy off. “No problem. I’ll talk to y’all later,” then turned and continued flirting while Envy and Layla walked away.

Layla and Envy continued their conversation about Kacie while Layla squeezed inside Envy’s champagne Saturn VUE. “I don’t understand Kacie. The only real reason she comes to church is to look for a man, anybody’s man at that. She ought to have enough. She ought to just stay home,” said Layla.

Envy readily agreed. “I know that’s right. She’s thirty years old and already has six children and five or six baby daddies. She needs to be anointed with a well full of blessed oil.” Envy and Layla laughed as Envy started the car and maneuvered between the other cars leaving from the parking lot. “You need to stop anywhere before I take you home?” asked Envy.

“Yeah, I want to stop by Chicken Shack. I want to get a three-piece meal. I want to go home, eat, and then soak in a hot tub of water before I get stiff from that fall. Plus, it’s supposed to storm later this afternoon, so I don’t plan on getting back out.”

“It’s getting cloudy already,” Envy remarked as she drove in the direction of Chicken Shack. 

Envy and Layla started talking about the morning worship service, and how much they loved Pastor Betts’s preaching. When they made it to Chicken Shack, it didn’t take long for the cook to prepare Layla’s order. 

Less than half an hour after leaving the church, Envy drove into the main entrance of the newly renovated Uptown Housing Development. She made several turns until she arrived in front of Layla’s apartment.

“I guess I’ll talk to you later. I might go over to my sister’s house and chill for a while,” said Envy.

”I don’t know why you want to do that. You’re the one who’s always talking about how she’s always riding you about the fact that your mother lives with her and her husband.”

“I know that’s right,” Envy said like she suddenly remembered how much Nikkei complained. “But why shouldn’t Mother live with them? Nikkei has plenty of room. She acts like Mother’s dementia is easy for me, but it’s not.”

“I know that. And your mother is so young to have dementia. I’m thankful that my parents are in good health,” Layla told Envy. “I know you want to see your mother, but seeing her today means dealing with Nikkei. Think about it.” Layla looked at Envy in silence. 

“I will,” answered Envy. 

Layla adjusted her short, obese body by moving one way and then the other. Getting out of Envy’s car was always easier than getting in. After a few seconds, she stood erect, pulled her blue dress out of her butt with one hand, and used the other hand to grab her chicken dinner. 

“Bye,” said Layla as she turned and walked toward her apartment.

“See ya.” Envy waited until Layla was at her front door before she sped away. 

After replaying Layla’s comments about Nikkei, Envy changed her mind about going to see her mother as soon as she left out of the gate of Layla’s apartment. She turned up her radio and sang along with the tune playing. 

Envy parked and turned off the ignition when she pulled up in front of her two-bedroom duplex. She sat quietly with her hands gripping the vinyl steering wheel cover and her head bent over resting on them, thinking about how glad she was that she had changed her mind about going over to Nikkei’s. 

She inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, hoping that the frustration mounting inside her would not overflow this time. No such luck. She questioned God like she’d done many times before. 

“I know I’ve asked you this before, Lord, but why did my mother name me Envy? What was going through her mind? Was she demented then?” 

Envy balled her hands into fists and pounded the sides of them against the steering wheel until they turned cherry red. 

“I can’t get up for going down. I can’t take a step forward without taking ten steps backward. I look at other people, including my sister, and I just don’t understand. She has a beautiful home, a great job,” with emphasis she added, “and a husband with a good job who simply adores her. But look at me. Here I am still struggling, groveling, wishing, and hoping that things were right in my life. So what if I make good money?  Where has it gotten me? I have no man, no real life. So tell me, what’s the difference between me and Nikkei?” 

Envy’s anger toward God mounted with each word that spewed from her mouth. 

“I don’t understand why you don’t allow me to have one good opportunity, a real chance at having good things happen in my life. Everything that’s good flies right past me and into somebody else’s lap. Even Kacie has it better than me, and she has six children tugging at her twenty-four-seven. She may work a little part-time job, but she still seems to live better than me and I don’t have not one little crumb snatcher. I guess I should be fake, like Kacie, before you show me some love. I don’t know what you want, God. And Layla? Well, Layla is Layla. She loves you, I do know that. But you don’t act like you want to give her a break either. Seems like she doesn’t realize the game you’re playing with her. What is it with you, God?” 

Envy suddenly ended her conversation with God just as quickly as she’d started it. She opened the car door, got out, and slammed it behind her. 

She raised her hands in surrender and bolted off. “I don’t know why I even bother talking to you,” she hollered at the sky before rushing up the walkway leading to her front door just as the first big drops of rain began to fall –upon her head.

***
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The three women met and became fast friends while attending vo-tech. Not one of them, if asked, could explain what drew the three of them together, but whatever it was, they had remained friends for eleven years. 

Layla was about seventy pounds lighter back then and just like now, she was heavily involved in church. 

Kacie was pregnant with her first child when they met, and Envy lived at home with her mother and worked part-time at FedEx while attending vo-tech. 

Over the years, their circumstances in life changed but their friendship remained sturdy. Envy decided to attend the University of Memphis, and after three years she received a Bachelor’s degree in Business Administration. She was a manager at a large company with an extra nice salary and annual bonuses attached. 

Layla completed her cosmetology courses but never managed to pass the board exams required to become licensed. So whenever she got in a serious tight, she’d fix hair in her apartment.

One by one, each of them faced the game life plays on each person who lives it. The alternative to living was dying, and neither of them wanted to go down that pathway. There was too much zest in living for them, too many things to see, places to go, and an endless list of mistakes yet to be made. So, through it all, the three of them clung to each other without judging each other’s actions and decisions. 
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“Without a rich heart, wealth is an ugly beggar.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson

––––––––
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Pellet-sized raindrops crashed against the windows of Kacie’s house. Lightning catapulted across the sky and sounds of thunder roared like the devil walking around seeking whom he might devour.

“Kassandra, I’m scared.”

“Kali, shut up will you, before you wake up Kendra and Keshena, then Momma’s gonna come in here and tear all our tails up. Don’t you remember what Mrs. Caples told us last Sunday? She said to keep quiet and be still when it storms ‘cause God is doing His work.” She looked at the ceiling from the top bunk bed.

Kali muttered in a state of utter fear. “But I can’t help it. It’s thundering and lightning. The wind sounds like a big bad wolf.”

“Why don’t I get in bed with you? Then will you go to sleep?”

“Uh, huh,” Kali said. 

Kassandra climbed down the bunk bed ladder and huddled next to her frightened sister. “When we wake up, the storm will be over.”

“But I’m hungry.”

“Make up your mind, Kali. Are you hungry or are you scared?” Kassandra was losing her patience with her little sister. 

“I’m hungry...and I’m scared.”

Kassandra threw off her covers, looked over at the toddler bed where Kendra lay, then looked at Keshena in her crib. Satisfied that they were both sound asleep, she got out of Kali’s bed and went into the dark kitchen, with Kali jumping up, following closely behind, holding on tightly to the edge of her big sister’s nightshirt. Shadows of trees outside lined the walls of the house and bolts of lightning striking their target made both of them jump.

Kassandra quickly turned around and raised a finger to her lips. “Shhh,” she warned Kali.

“You don’t want Momma to hear us do you?” 

Kali shook her head from side to side. Trembling, she stayed on the heels of her sister. Kassandra heard her mother’s voice. She was in her bedroom, on the phone, like nothing was going on outside. Entering the kitchen, Kassandra didn’t bother turning on the light. She quietly opened the cabinet and felt around for a package of saltines and a jar of peanut butter and then moved toward the refrigerator. Opening it, she grabbed an already made bottle of milk for Keshena just in case the storm woke her up during the night, then Kassandra wouldn’t have to get back up to go get her a bottle. Finding everything, Kassandra returned to the bedroom she shared with her three sisters. 

The two girls sat on the floor and used the saltines to dig hunks of peanut butter out of the jar until their bellies were satisfied. Kassandra made sure to clean up everything. She hid the jar of peanut butter and crackers underneath the bottom bunk bed. She’d make sure first thing tomorrow morning to put it back in its rightful place before their mother found out they had been eating in their rooms. After that, sleep came quickly for the two sisters while the storm raged fiercely outside.

It was obvious that Kacie didn’t hear Kassandra and Kali shuffling around in the kitchen because she continued talking on the phone. 

“Of course, I enjoyed church today. The best part was seeing you there,” she flirted.

Rain pelted heavily against her rooftop and windowpane, but Kacie wasn’t bothered in the least bit. There was a storm brewing within her as she used her womanly wiles to capture the man named Deacon she’d met at church a couple of Sundays ago.

“I don’t know how you do it.”

“What are you talking about? Do what?” Kacie lay back on her full-size bed and awkwardly crossed both legs.

“Six children and you’re still finer than Halle Berry. You’re an amazing woman.”

“Oh, yeah. I thought I was much finer, but thanks for the compliment.”

Kacie smiled when she heard Deacon chuckling on the other end of the phone. “When are you going to let me become a part of your life? All of this talking at church and on the phone is good but I want to spend some real time with you.”

“We’ll see. But I will promise you this?”

“What?” Excitement could be heard in Deacon’s voice.

“It’ll be worth the wait. That you can bank on, Mr. Deacon Riggs.” 

While Kacie turned on the charm with Deacon, Layla sat in her oversized chair in her apartment like she was oblivious to the storm raging outside her window. Her focus was strictly on watching the classic movie Sparkle on TV One while munching away on her last piece of fried chicken. “If I could just lose some weight, maybe I could be on television singing. That would be a miracle.” she berated herself followed by sucking the last piece of meat off the chicken bone.

Layla set the empty plate of bones on the end table, then quickly replaced the plate with a container of peach cobbler she had sitting on the table too. Her telephone rang and she struggled to lean over to get it, huffing and puffing with each movement.

“Hello.” 

“What’s going on, baby?”

“Nothing; just watching TV.”

“But it’s storming outside. That makes things romantic, don’t you think?” the light voice asked on the other end.

“Romantic? I don’t know if I agree with that, Mike.”

“Let me come over there and show you what I mean?” 

The tone of Layla’s voice changed to one of agitation. “You must be crazy. How many times have I told you that I am not somebody to just lay up with?” She played with her black neck-length dreads. “I’ve tried that and it’s gotten me nowhere, Mike, especially with you.” 

Layla had been messing around with Mike on and off for the past two years. He lived with his mother in one of the units behind her apartment. She used to pray that she and Mike could have a serious relationship, but things hadn’t turned out exactly like she’d hoped. 

Mike was the kind of man who wanted to lay up with whoever was convenient for him at the time. She sometimes felt like a tramp after sleeping with him, especially when he asked for money minutes after they finished messing around. Most of the time she gave it to him, somehow feeling as though it was the least she could do for someone who found her attractive enough to sleep with her. But enough was enough. The girlfriend Mike had now was practically living with him and his momma. 

One night, after following him, Mike’s girlfriend caught him at Layla’s house. When she laid eyes on Layla, she laughed so hard that she started to cry and called Layla every name but a child of God. That was the last straw for Layla. She told herself that never again would she allow anyone to humiliate and use her again.

“Mike, why don’t you lay up with your girlfriend? You think I’m going to set myself up again for her to come knocking at my door and cussing me out? I don’t think so,” rebutted Layla.

“Be like that then. Look, let me hold a few dollars. I need to get me a pack of cigs.”

“I do not have a few dollars. Not today and no other day,” she retorted. “Now I said, leave me alone and I tell you what. Don’t call here anymore.”

“Forget your butt then. You ought to be glad I even want to be with you in the first place. It ain’t like guys beating down your door to get in. Maybe to get out.” He laughed after each of his insults. “Anyway, who needs your fat, stanky tail.” 

Layla held the phone in utter shock and disbelief for a few seconds before hollering into the receiver, “Forget you, Mike. I don’t need you. I got who I need, and that’s God,” She said then hung up the phone.

Layla didn’t know who she was trying to fool. Mike’s words stung her like a swarm of killer bees. Whoever said sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me, was nothing but a liar. Layla pulled herself up from the chair and carried her tears to the bathroom. Maybe a long, hot shower would help to wash away her tears and her fears of being lonely and all alone for the rest of her life.
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“What has a man's face to do with his character? Can a man of good character help having a disagreeable face?” Ann Radcliffe

––––––––
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Mid-Monday Kacie turned over in the bed and searched groggily for the remote. She felt Keshena lying next to her and knew she was asleep, which meant that the other kids had left for school and daycare. They knew the rules – put Keshena in their mother’s bed before they left for school. Kacie was glad she didn’t have to get up early every morning and get her children ready. She taught them how to get dressed and how to use the microwave as soon as they were old enough to push the button. No time for whining, spoiled children. She had too many for that. 

Kacie rubbed her fingers through her honey-blonde micro braids. She climbed out of the bed clad in her panties and bra. 

Glancing at the cupid-faced baby, Kacie eased up from the bed hoping she wouldn’t wake her. She didn’t want to start her day off with a whining child. Her extra measure of caution worked because Keshena didn’t move a hair. 

With her signature sunken knees limp, Kacie hurried to the bathroom to take a wash up and pee. Afterward, she ran into the kitchen, grabbed a juice bottle for Keshena, and a couple of blueberry muffins for herself. 

The phone rang just as Kacie stepped into the bright, airy mint julep kitchen. Cereal bowls with splotches of spilled milk and cereal scattered on the breakfast table. Dishes from last night’s dinner were still in the sink. 

“Hello, what’s up?” asked Kacie.

“I was hoping you’d tell me. You’re the one who has the winning hand.” Deacon’s smooth words dripped from his mouth like honey from a honeycomb.

If he could have seen through the phone, Deacon would see the blush that covered Kacie’s face. “Is that right? Well, since you put it that way, then I’m going to see what kind of hand I really do have. Why don’t you come and keep me company around noon,” Kacie said to Deacon.

“That sounds tempting, and I wish I could. But baby, you know I’m at work. But what if I come by your place later on when your kids are having visions of sugarplums dancing around in their heads?” Deacon chuckled lightly.

“I don’t know if I can wait that long. I was hoping I could see you before tonight. I tell you what. Why don’t you come over here for dinner, say around six-thirty? We can eat with the kids and then I’ll make them take their baths and go to bed. We’ll have the rest of the evening to spend devouring our dessert,” Kacie teased over the phone.

“Why are you working on my emotions like this, girl? You know you got me going around in circles. I’m already spending more time on the phone with you than ever. And I don’t want to get attached to your kids and then you up and dump me, you know.”

“What are you talking about, Deacon? Why, I would never think about doing any such thing. You’re too nice of a man. One that me, and my kids, could get used to,” Kacie responded, and hoped she wouldn’t run him off by including her kids in the equation. 

Deacon already seemed like the man of her dreams. He appeared to be kind, church-going, and polite. He was the kind of man she hoped she had in each of her baby daddies, but each time she was proven wrong. 

“What I’m talking about is getting attached to you. I like you, Kacie. I don’t care whether you have six kids, and I don’t care about your handicap either. You’re someone who can be special in my life. I’m tired of all these women with their tricks. They’re always out to get over on a man. I want a fine, Christian girl like you in my life. That’s what I need.” Deacon poured it on like sorghum syrup, slow and easy. Every word found residence in Kacie’s heart. 

Keshena’s shrill cry from the bedroom quickened their conversation. “Look, I can’t stand here and listen to any more of this. Just be here tonight, say around eight o’clock since you sound like you don’t want to eat dinner with us. We’ll talk about things then.” 

“Don’t be like that. I don’t mind having dinner with you, but I might not get away from the office that early. If I can get away at a reasonable time, then I’ll be over. If not, then don’t worry your pretty little head about it because I’ll make it up to you.”

“Still try to come. I do want to see you, Deacon.”

“Me too. But for now, I have to go. I’ll call you later. Have a good day, sweetheart.” 

“Yeah, you too. Bye now.” Kacie hung up the phone and swore under her breath as she heard Keshena’s cries become more demanding. She opened a packet of peaches and cream oatmeal and hurriedly prepared it for Keshena. She didn’t want to miss any of the Young and the Restless so she got everything together just in time to hear the familiar soap opera music starting to play. 

Sitting in the bed and leaning against her pillow, she spoon-fed Keshena the oatmeal and nibbled on a muffin with her eyes glued to the television screen. She watched the soap opera couple share a passionate kiss while she thought about Deacon and the growing possibility that she’d found the one.

***
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Early afternoon and another few dollars, Envy traveled the usual route she did almost every day after work. One of the added luxuries of living in midtown was the proximity to downtown and her job. Her exempt managerial status often afforded her the perk of flexible work hours. After a weekend of being cooped up in the house, she was ready to make something exciting happen. So what if it was Monday? No Monday blues for her. She made every turn with ease in her older but trustworthy Saturn. She could afford a spanking brand new car off the showroom floor if she so chose. But she opted for a nice sizeable savings account and investment fund rather than frivolous spending. 

The parking lot at Precious Cargo was near its capacity and it was barely five o’clock. Envy’s sleek leg exited the car like she was a movie star stepping out of a stretch limo. Clad in a pair of classic black pumps that matched her one-piece black dress with buttercream buttons, Envy got out of the car and closed the door. Her mouth seemed to become drier with each step that brought her closer to the entrance. 

Once inside, she went in the direction of her favorite hangout area – the bar. Without asking, Tyreek the bartender, when he spotted her in her usual seat, prepared her favorite, vodka with a spot of cranberry juice and one cube of ice.

“Hi there, gorgeous,” Tyreek flirted and placed the drink in front of her. “Long day already?” he inquired with raised eyebrows and a daring smile.

“More like a boring weekend and a long day.” She took a sip of her drink. “Ahh, this is good.” She immediately took another sip, this time a deeper one.

“I know what you like,” he whispered. 

“Yes, you sure do which means you know that I can’t stop at one of these babies, either.” She swallowed the rest of the vodka, and Tyreek presented her with another one stronger than the first.

“What plans do you have for later?” he asked at the same time he raised his index finger to tell the next customer to hold on just a moment.

“I sure don’t plan to spend another night at home bored out of my wits. What’s on your mind?” Envy asked as if she didn’t already know.

“You. I’ll be outta here...”

“I know your schedule, Tyreek, so cut the formalities. Fix me another drink and be at my place by ten,” she said in an almost commanding tone. 

Envy walked around the club and talked with some of the regulars. An hour or so later, she left Precious Cargo just as quickly as she’d entered. 

Sitting in her car outside of the club, Envy waited for some of the effects of the vodka to wear off before she started driving.  With her head laid against the headrest, she closed her eyes and thought about being with Tyreek tonight.

Ring, ring, ring. 

The phone startled her from her daydream, and she cranked the car and pulled out into the flowing traffic to head home.

“Hey, what’s up?” she asked. To anyone passing, it probably looked like Envy was inside the car talking to herself because her Bluetooth was hidden underneath her auburn weave tresses. 

“Where are you?” 

“I made a couple of stops after work. I’m on my way home now. Why?”

“I wanted to know if you could stop by here and take me to the store, but forget it since you’re almost at home.

Envy focused on Layla’s eating habits. Going to the store meant Layla didn’t lack food in the fridge, but she’d more than likely eaten all of her junk food and was craving more. 

“Is it something you have to have this evening? I’m exhausted, tipsy, and horny but she kept the last two feelings to herself.

“No, it’s not crucial. I just needed to pick up a couple of items, is all.” 

Envy knew Layla all too well. She heard the sound of disappointment in her voice, but going without a box of cookies and a couple of king-size chocolate bars certainly was not going to kill her, Envy concluded. 

“Look, I’ll come by there tomorrow and take you unless you get someone else to run you to the store.” 

The only time Layla seemed to have no problem getting to the store was the first of the month when her check and EBT card were full. Then her so-called friend, Mike, made sure he found a way to take her wherever she wanted to go. Envy couldn’t be sure if Mike was a broken-down wanna-be gigolo, but every time Envy happened upon him, he was always between jobs. 

“If you’re asking where Mike is on the sly, he went to North Memphis, to his brother’s place. He was hired at one of the manufacturing plants out there so he’ll be staying out there during the week,” Layla explained in a less-than-friendly tone. 

“I didn’t say anything about Mike, but since you brought him up, I’m glad his tail has a job – again. Hopefully, he’ll keep this one for more than six weeks. I don’t know why you deal with that bum anyway. The man has no scruples, and practically lives with a woman he swears is just a friend. But you and I know better than that. Then he never seems to come tipping around your place until the first of the month.” There, Envy had said what was on her mind. The liquor made it easy for the words to drip from her tongue.

“Look, I’m sick of you judging me, and Mike too for that matter. I’ve told you more than once that we’re friends. So whatever you’re trying to make us out to be is a downright lie, Envy.” 

Layla took an extra deep breath like she’d just run a marathon. Knowing that Mike used her like an addict uses drugs; every chance he got, but no way was she ready to admit that to Envy or anyone else. 

“Whatever, Layla. I don’t have time to get into this with you tonight. You’re a grown woman. Do whatever makes your boat float. Anyway, I’ve gotta go. I just walked in the house and I’m going to take a shower and hit the sack,” Envy said without another moment’s thought of the disagreement between her and Layla. “I’ll come through there around lunchtime tomorrow and take you to the store. But call me if your mother or someone else comes to take you, okay?” 

“Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Layla sounded like she was glad that the conversation about her relationship with Mike was over.

***
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Envy pulled into her driveway. The door to her next-door neighbor’s apartment opened just as the click-clack of Envy’s silver pumps against the concrete steps reached her door. 

“Mrs. Rawlings. Dang, it happens every time,” Envy said underneath her liquored breath. “Good evening, Mrs. Rawlings.” Envy mustered a half smile.

“Hello, young lady.” Mrs. Rawlings stepped outside. She held her front door open with one hand and rested the other hand on her hip. “You just coming from work, I guess.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m tired too. I had a busy day, at least more than usual.”

Her uneven brows pushed the wrinkles on her forehead up closer to her scathe hairline. “I won’t hold you. I just wanted to speak to you. You had a pretty quiet weekend over there.” Her eyes shifted to Envy’s side of the duplex.

What does she mean by that? Spying again? Uh, the nerve of this woman. “Yes, it was rather quiet.” Envy spoke between clenched teeth, holding her composure so as not to sound disrespectful to the old woman. Mrs. Rawlings was a nice woman but just a little too nosy for Envy’s taste. Mrs. Rawlings watched her like a momma bear. 

“Do you need anything?” Envy turned the key in the door and opened it. Glancing back over her shoulder, she waited for Mrs. Rawlings’ response. 

Fischer raced to the door, jumping up and down, turning round and round like the devil whipping his wife. 

“Down, Fischer.” Envy patted her golden Labrador on his head. 

Fischer used his cold, brown, snoozer to open the door wider. Fischer pounded past her onto the porch and raced to Mrs. Rawlings’ side.

Mrs. Rawlings patted Fischer’s head. He sat next to the woman, content. 

“No, I’m fine. I don’t need a thing. God is right here with me. As long as I got Him, I don’t worry about a thing.” She looked at Fischer. Out of the clear blue sky, the old woman said something that made Envy stop dead in her tracks. 

“Envy, you’re more than who you act like you are. Mark my words. G’nite, child, and lock up. God didn’t raise you to be a fool.” Mrs. Rawlings went back inside, leaving Envy standing in her doorway.

The words were confusing to Envy. “What does she mean by, I’m more than who I act like I am? Just who does she think she is anyway?” Pushing her rectangular-rimmed glasses up on the bridge of her nose, she slammed the door behind her. 

Soaking in the hot, soothing water, Envy reflected on her life. She was proud of her managerial position at Nuvatek, her nice salary and bonuses, and the fact that finances, weight, and constant baby daddy drama were not part of her life like it was for Layla and Kacie. She had men at her beck and call. She was free to do her. 

Nestling her head back on her satin bath pillow, Envy heard her mother’s words replaying. I named you Envy because I was the envy of my neighborhood and my school. I was pretty, with long, good hair, a fine figure, and skin as smooth and dark as a chocolate bar. Anything I put on was a fashion statement. Girls couldn’t stand me because they said I was conceited. I was. It didn’t stop when I got knocked up with you either. And then you, thank God, were born even more beautiful than me, your mother. I couldn’t have chosen a better name than Envy. Until when you were about eight years old, you started acting like you were somehow better than me, your mother who brought you into this world. Folks started filling your head with a bunch of garbage. Always talking about you looked like an angel and that you could be a model or a child star. That’s why when you got to be a teenager, I had to bring you down a couple of notches. I had to remind you that if it wasn’t for your looks, you wouldn’t be nothing.

The phone lying on top of the closed toilet seat quipped Envy from her deep thoughts.

“Hey, pretty lady. You ready for me to relieve some of your tension? I can be there in...say...twenty minutes.”

The offer sounded enticing. “Not tonight, Cedric. I’ve made other plans.” She stepped out of the bathtub and grabbed the tangerine bath towel from off of the towel warmer.

“Aw, come on, Envy. Can’t I change your mind,” he said in a pleading but sexy manner.

Hesitating, Envy considered calling Tyreek to tell him something had come up, but the thought quickly vanished as she remembered that she was the shot caller, not Cedric or any of the numerous other men she bedded regularly.

“You know it doesn’t work like that, Cedric. Check with me later in the week and maybe we can hook up. Gotta go.” She ended the call before Cedric could so much as part his lips with an answer.

Envy finished preparing herself for her first visitor of the week. She put on revealing lingerie and afterward, she made herself another drink. The doorbell rang and Fischer barked.

“Quiet, boy. It’s all right.” Fischer followed her to the door and sat next to her like he was eager to see who was on the other side. 

Tyreek stepped in and leaned over and kissed Envy on the cheek while Fischer’s tag wagged back and forth. “Hi, baby.”

“Hi. Come on in, Tyreek.” She hurried him inside the door just in case her nosy neighbor was over there playing I Spy through her curtains.

Tyreek patted Fischer on his head. “You want a drink?” Envy asked him and walked toward the kitchen. Tyreek grabbed her by the elbow.

“I don’t want anything. I just want you,” he answered and tried to kiss her passionately. She pulled away and changed directions and headed for her bedroom 

“I’ve missed you,” Tyreek whispered hungrily in Envy’s ear. He lightly bit on her ear lobe and continued with kisses that trailed along her neck, throat, and eyes. 

Envy turned her head rapidly when he went for her lips. 

“Stop it! You know how I feel about kissing.” Her voice was stern. Kissing was not her forte. Kissing meant commitment, love, and a special closeness, something she refused to feel for any of the almost hundred men she’d slept with since she lost her virginity at age fifteen.

Tyreek answered with a groan. He continued to kiss her soft, sweet-smelling body while he encased himself in protection. Reaching his final destination, Envy gave in to his demands. With each movement, Tyreek sought to please Envy. Her sculptured nails embedded in his back and upper shoulders assured him he’d accomplished what he’d set out to do. Their final embrace and moment of ultimate pleasure was evident in the tiny droplets of sweat that fell from his forehead and landed between her voluptuous mounds of flesh. 

Envy tightened her grip on Tyreek and the frustration that had been penned up all weekend was released. 

Tyreek collapsed on the other side of her queen-sized bed and immediately closed his eyes to sleep. 

Envy lay quietly on the other side of the bed until Tyreek turned toward her, grabbed her around the waist, and kissed the back of her hair. Envy moved away from his endearing touch and climbed out of the bed. 

“I’m going to take a shower,” she said without emotion. “Lock the door behind you.”

Envy welcomed the soothing jet streams of water enveloping every curve of her body. Underneath the shower, she felt rejuvenated as the water pelted her over and over again. She halted momentarily when she heard Tyreek on the other side of the door getting dressed so he could leave. He knew the routine. 

She was relieved when she heard her front door close behind his familiar steps and the sound of Fischer’s bark confirming their
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