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        For you are still of the flesh. For while there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not of the flesh and behaving only in a human way?

        (1 Corinthians 3:3, English Standard Version Bible)
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            Chablis

          

        

      

    

    
      If anyone asked me how I feel right now, I’d say blessed.

      Being joyful? That’s how I roll.

      So, I’ve got a smile on my face right now, even though I’m sitting in my doctor’s office waiting to be examined. Today is my yearly physical. I’m happy about that because I get to talk and laugh with Dr. Houtman. She likes me, and I adore her, but I don’t see her that often. I’ll probably be here for like fifteen minutes before she tells me to get my flu shot and get out of here.

      “Is all that hair yours?” The nurse asks when she approaches me with a blood pressure cuff in her hands.

      “Definitely. I have the receipt for all twenty inches of it.”

      “What type?”

      “Brazilian virgin. You can curl and dye it. Make it wavy. Straighten it. Everything.”

      “Well, it looks great on you.” She smiles at me while fastening the cuff to my arm and then pumps the bulb to inflate it. It deflates. Her smile fades. “Your file says you’re twenty-five years old?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I’m going to do this again.” She readjusts the cuff.

      “Okay.”

      She measures my blood pressure twice more, then flashes me a tight smile before she says, “The doctor will be in to see you shortly.”

      She shuts the door and I gaze down at my toenails. They’ve grown long, and the red polish has chipped off. I’m off work today. I can stop by Modern Nails for a mani/pedi. Can’t wait to get over there after my doc tells me the usual. Blood tests are good. Try to lose a little weight if you can. Have the nurse give you a flu shot. I’ll see you next year.

      Five minutes later, a salt-and-pepper-haired, glasses-wearing Dr. Felice Houtman walks through the door.

      “Chablis Shields, love the hair.”

      “Dr. Houtman, love the lab coat.”

      We’ve greeted each other in the same way for the past three years. I love having an older black female doctor. There’s nothing like it. I can talk to her about anything.

      She checks my ears, nose, and throat. Makes me breathe in and out a few times with the stethoscope pressed against my back. Then she sits on her little round stool and pulls up my test results from the computer.

      “Hmm,” she says, leaning closer to the screen.

      “I know, I know, take a few pounds off and get my flu shot, right?” I swing my legs back and forth as I push a long lock of dark brown hair out of my face.

      She wheels around on the stool. Now she’s frowning. “I’m afraid I have a few more directions for you this year.”

      I stop swinging my legs.

      Dr. Houtman takes off her reading glasses. “I’m going to be straight with you. I’m not happy with your blood pressure or your blood test results.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We measured your pressure three times this morning. It’s definitely elevated. The last reading has it at 140 over 90. Your cholesterol numbers were better last year, and so was your blood sugar. You didn’t forget and eat something the morning of the blood test, did you?”

      I’m thinking. Last Thursday morning? Breakfast? No. I only drank water on my way to Quest Diagnostics. They drew my blood and then I drove to work.

      “No,” I say.

      “Any late night eating?”

      “I’m dead to the world at night. The results are that bad?”

      “I’ve seen worse blood sugar numbers, but yours was higher than last year.”

      These results make no sense. Physically, I feel good. Mentally? Well, I’ve only had one panic attack this year. And that was because Mariah insisted on making me wait on a street corner while she got the car from the parking garage in Chinatown. Some man rushed up way too close behind me on the sidewalk, the world in front of my eyeballs narrowed and I felt as if I was about to have a heart attack. If not for Mariah finally bringing the car around and nudging me into the back seat, I might have fallen down right on the curb.

      Yes, I have issues, but none of them have to do with my internal organs.

      “So, what do I do?” I say, snapping out of my trance.

      “You know.”

      “Take off some weight?”

      “For a start.”

      “I don’t do diets. Can I stop by an exercise class a few times a week? Will that help?”

      “You should absolutely exercise. You should adjust your eating habits, too, but those changes may not be enough to make a major difference. I’m writing you a prescription for blood pressure medication. We’ll monitor you while you’re on it.”

      Dr. Houtman stands up and sifts through a stack of pamphlets on the shelf above the computer desk.

      “I’m giving you information on how to choose a good nutrition program. And listen, I never believed that crap about everyone needing to have a certain BMI. I see a lot of patients. Some people have bigger bodies, and they are just fine. It’s not the number on the scale or your clothing size that’s a problem. If you’re living a clean life, taking care of yourself, and your numbers are good, I could care less what you weigh.”

      “So—”

      “Your pressure is up. Now I care what you weigh. Oh, and you’ve gained another ten pounds since last year.”

      “Fantastic,” I mumble, staring at my overgrown toenails again.

      She scribbles something on her pad.  “Take this.” She passes me the pamphlet and prescription.

      I sigh as I take them and stare at the pink slip of paper. The scribble is too hard for me to read. Something starting with an M. I have no idea what it is and no clue how it will affect my mental state. I’ll have to mention it to my therapist, Dr. Jerrica, next week.

      Dr. Houtman stares me down. “There’s a reason they call hypertension the silent killer. Heart disease will sneak up on you.”

      “Serious?”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “It shouldn’t be.”

      The rest of my appointment takes about ten minutes. I thank my doctor before she leaves, then slide on my underwear, jeans, and shirt. The pamphlet and prescription I shove into my bag. Those pieces of paper weigh almost nothing, but seeing them in there makes me tired so I sit down to slip on my heels. A minute passes and I’m still sitting here. Just thinking.

      This is where I am today.

      And this is how I got here.

      Six years ago, I got beat up. Bad. Baseball bat. Ringing sound. Blood on the ground. That’s what I remember. It happened right after I left the dance studio and walked down the alley to the main street. My attacker struck me from behind, punched and slapped me and then tried to choke me out, but that’s when two guys passed the alley opening. When they turned inside, the attacker ran off. One guy stayed by my side while his friend called for and flagged down the ambulance. If those men hadn’t walked past at that exact moment, I’d have died that night — no more Chablis Charmaine Shields.

      Anyway, when I woke up at the hospital, I saw my mom pacing in front of the bed. She kept patting my body and mumbling about keeping me warm because the stupid blankets were thin and cheesy and not worth spit and Charlene Shields’ daughter deserved better. Then she stalked out to the hallway to calm down my dad, Sonny. I heard his voice bouncing off the walls when he called his brothers Fred and Buzzy, and his twin nephews Aaron and Adrian—the terror squad he assembled to drive through Wilmington and get that fool, Tony. Because of course it was him. Who else knew I’d be alone in the alley right after Friday night modern dance class?

      Tony. My boyfriend turned ex-boyfriend. I loved him before he ambushed me. Maybe I deserved it. I don’t know. Someone’s loose lips told him I’d cheated with two different guys, and he came after me.

      When the cops scanned the crime scene, they found the bat lying on the side of the alley. The boys in blue checked it for fingerprints and matched those to Tony when his mom, Ms. Gloria, made him turn himself in.

      That bat blow delivered one nasty concussion, and Tony’s hands did the rest. Two black eyes. A cut down my right cheek. Fractured nose. Bruised body.

      Assault and battery. Tony pleaded guilty. The judge gave him five years in prison.

      My dad dismissed the sentence as some fraganackle bull.

      At home, my mom chain-smoked every day while she took care of me. She also arranged for me to transfer from Wilmington University in Delaware to Temple University the following fall. I would live with my cousin, Mariah, and her family in Philly.

      The healing year.

      Ten full months of rest at my parents’ house. The doctor’s office and the rehab center were the only places I visited. My concussion didn’t heal well at first and specialists told me to avoid stimulation.

      The headaches, blurred vision and the fact that my world had come to a complete stop made me depressed. My mom tried to help by bringing me my favorite foods and letting me drift in and out of sleep most days.

      No TV. No friends. No life.

      Eventually, my concussion healed. Black eyes. Fractured nose. Bruised body. All of it returned to normal. That cut on my right cheek? It morphed into a thin, dark scar. MAC Studio Fix concealer covers it pretty well now. My long sew-in helps hide it, too.

      The seventy pounds of excess weight which grew on my body while I lay around eating and trying not to lose my mind after the attack?

      I still have them.

      Only now I have ten more.

      But I refuse to sit here feeling sorry for myself. I need to get on up out of this chair and keep right on living my best life.

      I’ve got a lot going for me. I’m cute and I have a good job and, considering what happened to me, thank God I don’t have major problems with men. I still date, but I proceed with caution for a few reasons. Firstly, I’m not about to fall for a man with anger issues. Secondly, I’ve been a born again Christian since I turned twenty-one, so I prefer Godly men. Thirdly, I’m prone to panic attacks. So, if I ever meet a dope single brother who’s got love for a thick chick, a heart for Jesus and he can handle the fact that I have a therapist on speed-dial, I shall embrace him and be his queen forever.

      When I finally come out of the exam room, I step into the tiny side office to get my flu shot and then I’m down the hall and out of the building.

      Outside, the air carries the scent of Philadelphia morning commuter traffic. It’s really warm for a mid-September morning and I sweat a little when I start walking, listening to the sound of my heels as they click on the pavement.

      Lose weight, huh? What if I don’t want to take off 80 pounds? I need to start praying to the Lord right now. Just go on and drop to my knees and pray about my body and a bunch of other stuff I don’t really feel like dwelling on.

      I cross the street to the parking lot. When the wind kicks up, it takes my store-bought hair skyward and slams a gust of air against the back of my neck. I stand stock still because I’m starting to feel dizzy and my vision is narrowing. Clenching my fists inside my pockets, I breathe in for four seconds. Then I hold the air in my lungs for seven seconds, then exhale for eight seconds. I do this a few more times until the dizziness fades. After I blink twice and then once more, I focus on a crack in the gray sidewalk until my vision clears.

      “I sought the Lord, and he answered me,” I whisper, lifting my face to the sky. “He delivered me from all my fears.”

      Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong.

      No one is here.
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            Mariah

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mom, Gianna’s mother is coming to pick her up from practice.” Mariah Shields-Rodriguez’s daughter, Benita, told her over the phone. “They drive past our house. They can drop me off at home.”

      “Binky, I said I’d come get you.”

      Mariah rushed through the downstairs hallway of their home, holding the phone to her ear and peering at the empty wooden hook where her keyring should rest. Now, where were her keys?

      “But you don’t have to,” Binky said.

      “Oh, but I will.”

      “Mom, this is crazy. It’s only dance team practice. Don’t rush over here.”

      “Maybe I want to see you and talk to you about your new routine? And I’d love to speak to Coach Letts for a minute.” Mariah planted her hand on her hip.

      “I can show you our new routine at home.”

      “Benita, I’m picking you up. That’s final!”

      “Fine. Whatever.”

      Mariah found herself listening to silence when her daughter ended the call. Binky. Perfect nickname for her. Sometimes it seemed as if she’d never grow up. She’d always be a big-eyed infant crawling through the house with a binky in her mouth, even though she was now a teenager.

      The name typed on her birth certificate read Benita Valentina Rodriguez. Beautiful girl. Beautiful name. Her attitude, however, needed some work.

      Sighing, Mariah rounded the corner into the kitchen.

      Keys.

      Yes. Right next to the fruit bowl.

      She put the phone down and wiped a bead of sweat from her brow before picking them up. The time on the wall clock read four p.m. Binky’s dance team practice ended at five. Mariah could make it to the high school gym with enough time to see at least the last few minutes, and then talk to the coach about her daughter’s attitude on the team.

      Darn it! She should have managed her time better that afternoon. She still wasn’t done paying their household bills online. And she needed to figure out what they would eat for dinner. By the time she arrived back home with Binky, her husband wouldn’t be too far behind them.

      Maybe it would have been better to let Binky take that ride home with Gianna? On second thought, no. The last time she’d let Binky do that, Binky decided it would be fine to go out for dinner with Gianna’s family, then shopping, and then she’d come home and collapsed onto her bed. No homework or studying at all. Her semester wasn’t starting out great, and Mariah’s threats to make her quit the dance team had fallen on deaf ears.

      So yes, Mariah definitely needed to do the bathroom shuffle, then leave the house in time to pick up her daughter. Since the late September air was warm, she didn’t need to stop and grab a jacket. She made it to the bathroom, out of the house and into the car in less than ten minutes.

      Turning the key in the ignition, she ignored the dinging sound meant to remind her to strap on a seatbelt she had no intention of using. She pulled her phone from her bag to check it one last time before leaving home.

      Nothing else from Binky. One text from her best friend, Towanda, just to say hey. One from her older sister Tamron asking if she’d received the packet about their summer family reunion. A whopping total of ten texts from her cousin Chablis, but Mariah didn’t have to answer those because Chablis didn’t require a response. She always forwarded every picture and link she found interesting.

      Not one message or voicemail from her husband Oscar.

      Mariah tapped his name in her favorites. She backed out of the driveway and into the street while waiting for the call to connect.

      “Hey, honey,” she said after he answered. “Just wanted to check on you. How’s your day so far?”

      “Are you calling from the car?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve told you time and time again not to do that.”

      “I’m on speakerphone.”

      “You’re still distracted. You know, you don’t listen to me at all.”

      “Oscar, I’m fine.” She gripped the steering wheel with one hand. “How’s your day?”

      “Busy. And yours?”

      “It’s the house, nothing exciting. I did get in touch with the contractors for the upstairs windows. They can install them next month. Is that okay?”

      “That’s fine.”

      “And I’m still deciding if we should go ahead and do the downstairs as well. What do you think?”

      “Whatever you decide will be fine.” Oscar’s voice dipped lower. “Listen, did you look into what we talked about this morning? That Lifesum health app thing? I’ve heard good things about it.”

      “I’ll get around to it.”

      “When?”

      “When what?”

      “When are you going to review it? If you like, we can look at it together tonight. What do you say?”

      “We’ll see.”

      “No, we should make time for this. After dinner, you shouldn’t be doing anything, right?”

      “Os, listen⁠—”

      “See, you’re brushing me off like you always do. You know, I’m trying to help you, but sometimes, you make things hard.”

      “Oscar—”

      “I have to go. Talk to you at home.”

      After he ended the call, Mariah threw the phone onto the passenger seat so hard it bounced to the car floor. She bit her lip and kept on driving.

      Lately, whenever she interacted with her husband, disappointment flowed from him like ocean waves onto the beach. And whenever they had a conversation, he always seemed to find a way to make her body a talking point. It was like he woke up each morning hoping to find the version of her from their first year of marriage.

      The fun-loving, free-spirited, one-hundred-and-thirty pounds lighter version of her, to be exact.

      But people change.

      Giving birth to Binky had placed Mariah’s body in a tailspin. Her weight had increased dramatically after that pregnancy. As she’d raised their daughter and settled into home life, she’d placed her body and life goals on the back burner and, all right, maybe she enjoyed food and drink a little more than she should have.

      Sure, she was all for creating better habits in her life. But every year, her family required more of her. She always wanted to push herself to reclaim old life dreams and minimize her body issues, but later became her favorite word. Later, she’d take off the pounds for good. Later, she’d return to college, finish her degree and start a small business.

      Later.

      Somewhere along the way to later, her hormones got out of whack. She wasn’t sure which one arrived first—diabetes or polycystic ovarian syndrome. The hormone trouble messed with her fertility, further straining her marriage. From the beginning, they’d talked about on having at least four kids, but Binky was all they had so far.

      Mariah could practically touch Oscar’s disappointment about that, but what could she do?

      Pray for him. Love him. And maybe later she’d consider his latest opinion on how she should address her health.

      But right now, she needed to pick up his daughter.

      

      Already outside, Binky stood beside a car in the parking lot with two other girls from the dance team. Practice must have ended a little early. Mariah still intended to speak to the team coach before taking Binky home. She needed to ask how Binky’s behavior had been with the dance team, since two weeks earlier, Coach Letts said Binky liked to make sarcastic comments behind her back.

      Mariah parked in the lot and headed toward the school building.

      Binky rushed over before Mariah even reached the curb. “Mom!”

      “Benita!” Mariah kept moving.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m here, so I’d like to talk to the coach for a second. Where is she?”

      “Still in the gym.”

      “Hop in the car while I talk to her.”

      “Mom, you don’t have to do that.”

      Mariah stopped talking as she entered the side door to the gym. Binky trailed her. A couple of girls and a boy lounged on the bleachers inside. Dressed in school colors, they looked adorable and bubbly and perfect and resembled Disney kids. Coach Letts stood off to the side, unplugging the sound system.

      Mariah smiled as she walked over. “Coach! So, how is Benita doing? Giving you any problems?”

      Coach Letts frowned, holding an extension cord in her hands. “I’m glad you stopped by. And for the record, most days Benita is just fine.”

      “And the rest of them?” Mariah felt footsteps behind her as Binky paced in the background.

      “I’ll be honest with you.” The coach lowered her voice. “She’s far from being the easiest young lady to work with on this team. It’s not her technique, it’s her attitude. If things go well, she’s pleased. If they don’t, she mumbles under her breath and blames her teammates. And I asked to see some of her test grades today…”

      “Bad?”

      “Below average.” Coach Letts pushed the stereo cart toward the equipment room and gestured for Mariah to follow. “It’s early in the semester, and I’d like her to start off with good grades so she won’t have any problems staying on the dance team when the semester ends. It would be great for you to talk to her about her study habits. The other girls admire her dance skills and rhythm, but I’d like her to set an example academically, as well.”

      Mariah nodded. “You’ve got my support. I’ll talk to her.”

      Again, she thought.

      Binky had slipped away, but Mariah spied her by the gym door. Her daughter was slim, but with curves in all the right places and growing taller each year. Her thick curly hair was dark and wild, framing her face. She resembled a young Mariah.

      Unfortunately, somewhere around age twelve, her smile had gone AWOL, replaced by the same permanent scowl she had no problem showing her mother as she approached.

      “Mom, we need to go.”

      “First of all, fix your tone.”

      “Sorry. Can we go?”

      “Why are you rushing me?”

      Binky didn’t answer right away. Mariah watched as her daughter shifted her weight from foot to foot, looking around nervously.

      “Benita, what’s wrong?”

      “Just…Mom, please come on.” Binky said, walking away fast.

      Mariah followed, moving out of the gym quick to catch up with her pretty daughter with the gorgeous hair and the thin frame. A girl who didn’t carry an ounce of excess weight on her body.

      Binky walked way too fast for her mother nowadays, and she probably wished she was the daughter of an equally thin woman.

      And the embarrassment of that thought stung Mariah so much it accompanied them as a silent passenger in the car all the way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Towanda

          

        

      

    

    
      Towanda Mathis gazed into blank faces, not that it mattered. She would still finish her pitch with a flourish and leave them wanting more. Remote in hand, she pressed the button that returned the projector screen to its hiding place in the ceiling. She unfastened the front of her navy-blue Calvin Klein blazer as she took long strides to the wall to turn the lights back on, then walked back to the front of the room.

      Time for Q&A.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, that completes my presentation today. And remember, in today’s world it won’t be enough for MEGANDA to simply advertise a new style of watches. You aren’t only selling a product. MEGANDA is a brand. My firm will help you cultivate that brand and build trust with new and existing clients. We will help you set well-defined business goals, track key metrics for your success and help you expand into new markets.”

      She stepped forward and gestured to the marketing materials on the conference table. “In your booklets, you’ll find information that breaks down the finer points of what my firm offers regarding inbound marketing, digital branding and building your business. ThinkLARGE wants to help your customers come to you. Does anyone have any questions?”

      A tanned man in a short-sleeved blue shirt raised his hand. “I have a question.”

      “Yes, how can I help?” Towanda asked.

      The man dropped his booklet to the table. “No offense to your company, but do we really need all this? I mean, we make watches. Watches. I don’t get all this branding stuff.”

      A hard question but a good question. Towanda moved closer to the end of the conference room table, but instead of sitting down, she planted her feet wider and leaned forward. “May I have your name, please?”

      “Patrick.”

      “Patrick, I understand what you’re asking. And I’m sure you’ll understand if I mention Accurist, Apache, Apple, Armand Nicolet, ASUAG and American Waltham Watch Company. Do you know these names?”

      “I know some of them.”

      “Some?”

      “Everyone knows Apple.”

      “Absolutely everyone knows Apple.” Towanda raised her left arm and pointed to her wrist. “And on my arm right now is an ASOON smartwatch. You may not have known this watch existed.” She lowered her arms and leaned in a little closer to Patrick. “But I’ll bet you knew Apple had a smartwatch, and you know at least a little about their brand and the story of their company.”

      Patrick nodded. “Yes, I do.”

      Towanda backed off and stood up tall once again. “Patrick, your company is worth much more than a logo, a name and good watches. There are many watch companies. How will MEGANDA stand out from the competition? How about the fact that your watch parts are all manufactured in the United States? For a certain type of buyer, that information could make the difference in a sale. We want to target that buyer and make MEGANDA their preferred watch company.” Her eyes scanned the room once more. “Are there any more questions?”

      She searched the crowd. No questioning looks and no raised hands. She could close out now.

      “Thank you so much for your time.”

      Those around the table applauded. From the back of the conference room, Nelson Anders, the MEGANDA company CEO, rose from his chair. He offered his hand as he walked toward her. “Thank you for your presentation, Ms. Mathis.”

      “Towanda, please,” She shook his hand. “Think of me as a friend you called in to help you out.”

      “Well, thanks, Towanda.” Nelson had a long face and even longer brown hair pulled back with a rubber band. He wore faded blue jeans and a button-down blue plaid shirt. “I guess you can tell our team here is all about the hardware and tech side of things.”

      “Serving companies like yours is my specialty. You start small, but you’ll build up soon enough.” She rubbed her sweaty palms against her slacks. “By the way, is there a place in this building where I can buy a bottle of water?”

      “Sorry about that. We should’ve had water here for you.” Nelson turned and pointed toward the door. “Just down the hall and to your right you’ll find the vending machines.”

      “No worries.” Towanda retrieved her black purse from the office chair in the corner. “Your team can take a moment to look over the numbers I’ve outlined for you.”

      She headed out of the conference room and down the hallway. On the way to the vending area, she pulled a tissue from her purse, dabbed at her forehead and wiped off her hands. She hoped no one had seen she was sweating.

      Even if they did, so what? She was there to pitch marketing and branding services, not win a modeling contest.

      Nelson had emailed her a week earlier, asking her to meet with his small startup company. He told her he used to work with the CEO of Zoumi, a small tech outfit out of Horsham, PA. The way she obtained most work for her consulting company, thinkLARGE, was through word of mouth, the name of the game in the LinkedIn era.

      In the vending area, Towanda bought a bottle of Aquafina, taking several long sips while she leaned against the drink machine. At least MEGANDA rented shared office space while they worked to expand their business beyond their watchmaking shop. Last month, she’d met with a four person, all-natural cosmetics company. Those ladies worked from a dining room.

      Did Towanda take the account?

      Of course, she did.

      And with thinkLARGE’s help, soon enough, more women would clamor for GiveGoodFace bronzing powders, lipsticks and mascaras.

      Towanda took her time walking back to the conference room. She was only halfway down the hallway when she heard the voices. Patrick was talking to Nelson. She shook her head as she listened. Every work team seemed to include one loudmouth skeptic who thought he could save the company money by avoiding marketing and brand development. She decided to wait until their conversation ended before walking back in.

      “Building our company brand. That’s it?” Towanda overheard Patrick say. “That’s what she wants us to pay for?”

      “She had a point with that watch example,” a woman responded.

      “She was way too overbearing in her approach. Really, I got a little scared at the end,” a different man spoke up.

      “Me too,” another woman said. “I think Patrick wanted to run.”

      “Guys, I need you to pull yourselves together,” Nelson said, his voice serious. “We are here to evaluate her proposal. You all told me you wanted the same type of marketing that got Zoumi noticed. I brought you the woman who provides it. We are professionals here. May I remind you the walls are thin?”

      Maybe Towanda shouldn’t have pushed so hard? But she couldn’t resist. She’d done the research. Why not show it off, even if it made people uncomfortable?

      She couldn’t wait to leave and call Mariah to tell her about today’s presentation. Mariah would probably laugh and then tease her about falling asleep in the back pew at the church service last week, missing Pastor Downes preaching on the topic of compassion.

      Towanda pulled herself up to her full six-foot height, closed her water bottle, then placed it and the tissues into her purse as she marched toward the conference room door.

      Authenticity. Large and in charge. Emphasis on in charge.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I see you are reading the booklets,” she announced. “I’m sure I have a package which will meet your needs.”

      She scanned the room. Again, blank faces. No mouths moving.

      Nelson nodded toward her. “We’d like to take a week to consider the marketing and branding packages your company offers. Can we get back to you on Monday?”

      “Certainly. It was wonderful meeting all of you. Have a pleasant afternoon.”

      She held her head high, clutching the extra booklets in her hand. With her black Dooney & Bourke bag hanging from her shoulder, Towanda moved from the conference room to the hallway, from the hall to the front vestibule and from there out the door to the parking lot. She finished her water on the way down the sidewalk to her car, tossing the bottle in the recycling receptacle before crossing the parking lot.

      So what if some MEGANDA team members thought she was intimidating? She’d long been used to having a voice and personality that matched her imposing frame.

      While swimming with the sharks in the business world, a super-sized presence had become her asset.

      In any company setting, she could lean in hard enough to break a conference room table.

      Towanda gazed around the half-empty parking lot as she dug her keys from her bag and clicked the fob to open the door to her gray Range Rover. The comfortably warm September weather made her feel optimistic, despite what she’d just heard in the conference room.

      It would be good to secure this account so late in the third quarter. For now, she’d drive back to the thinkLARGE office, send out follow-up communication and check on the status of two other accounts. Then she’d sit and talk with her assistant Jackie, who was also the office manager for thinkLARGE, about the possibility of hiring an intern from one of the local colleges. Later tonight, she’d compose her recommendations for the thinkLARGE website updates and email those to the web designer.

      Laser sharp focus on tasks? Towanda’s specialty.

      Those poor young employees in the conference room? They didn’t know any better. She should thank them. That conversation she’d heard while she’d stood in the hallway? When MEGANDA hired her, that verbal exchange would cost them about a grand in extra hourly fees padded into the invoice.

      Towanda smiled.

      Silly folks.

      They’d just bought a brand new set of tires for her Range Rover.
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      Someone just sent me a text, because I see my phone vibrating on my desk next to my keyboard. Usually, I try not to send messages while I’m working, but I pick up the device anyway when I see it’s a message from Mariah.

      
        
        Hey! R u there?

      

      

      
        
        I text back, Hey, beautiful! [image: cherry blossom]

      

      

      I’m serious about getting pounds off this year. Need u to buddy up with me.

      Wonderful. For more than a week I kicked Dr. Houtman and her pamphlets out of my head. Now Mariah’s coming for me. I roll my eyes as I tap my phone screen.

      
        
        Me on a diet? [image: tired face][image: tired face][image: tired face]

      

      

      Diet, exercise, better nutrition. We can lean on each other.

      
        
        U ask Towanda?

      

      

      I will l8r. She’s in boss mode right now. I want to get us all together to talk about it. U free this Thursday?

      
        
        Get back to me after you talk to T. No matter what happens, I’ll be there for you.

      

      

      Thx. Love u!

      
        
        Bless u. TTYL. [image: red heart]

      

      

      I put my phone down and just stare at it. I didn’t want to start a diet when Dr. Houtman lectured me, and I don’t want to start one now, either.

      Lose ten pounds. Gain ten pounds.

      Besides, I’ve seen too many women crash land with their weight loss adventures on social media.

      Take my friends. Every January, Simone, Felicia and Nikki go crazy over some new super-vegan/green-algae/drop twenty-pounds-overnight eating plan. Then they spend the next two months getting skinny while smothering their faces with MAC and Urban Decay and snapping pics of themselves in every conceivable place, including the bathroom, before posting the shots to Instagram. When April rolls around, they go to their Big Mama’s Easter dinner and they all fall off the diet wagon like bales of hay.

      But Mariah just asked me for support. Mariah. She practically adopted me after I left Wilmington. She didn’t have to open her home and let me live there while I finished college, but she did. I can’t forget that. She wouldn’t ask me to partner up with her if she didn’t need me. She has the most weight to lose. I’m a thick chick, but I can still shop in stores that aren’t exclusively for plus size for the most part.

      So, while I’m not happy about dieting, I’ll do it for a little while to support Mariah. If I can drop twenty pounds, it should lower my blood pressure. I do know high blood pressure is dangerous.

      Last week I talked to Simone about it. She’s thin, but her pressure shot up during her pregnancy and she had to be monitored through her last two trimesters. Her son turned out fine, though. He’s a beautiful boy with a head full of jet-black curls. His dad is some guy named Thomas who works as a lighting engineer on movie sets. Simone plans to take baby Najee and move to southern California next month so they can get married. I’ll help her pack. Another friend moving on.

      Someone rattles my cubicle wall. I hate that.

      “Yeah?” I pull off my headphones.

      It’s my co-worker Josh. “Meeting in Conference Room G in fifteen minutes. ‘Kay?”

      “Got it.”

      Josh is a sweetheart. I don’t know why he didn’t send us all a group chat, but okay. Fifteen minutes? That’s enough time for me to be proactive and take a peek at what WW online has to offer for diet options. But before I do that, just for fun, I pick up my phone again and fire off a text to Mariah’s best friend Towanda.

      Hey girl boss! Mariah text you about supporting her for weight loss?

      Ten minutes later, I’m studying online eating plan options and Towanda’s text arrives.

      Are you serious? Leave me alone. I’m busy!

      Whatever.

      Towanda could hang up on me in the middle of a phone call, call me munchkin or tell me to leave her alone seventy times in a day and I’d never take it personally.

      She’s a grouch sometimes.

      Maybe people expect her to be mean since she never smiles at you with her teeth showing unless you’re tight with her. She has a soft heart, though. In January, my job switched health insurance providers. I didn’t pay any attention to the fine print in the new plan and this March a $700 therapist bill hit my mailbox. I mentioned it around Towanda after church one Sunday. A few days later, when I called to set up a payment plan at CCS Counseling Associates, they told me the balance had been paid in full. I know Towanda took care of it.

      My coworkers shift around in their cubicles. Sounds like they’re getting ready for the meeting. I only have a few minutes to look at WW options. I squint to stare at the asterisks next to each offering and see there is a weekly fee. My budget only has room for essentials. I’m single with no kids and no house, which means nothing is deductible on my taxes except for tithes, student loan interest and the money I donate to buy farm animals twice a year through Heifer International. Forget ditching giving. My therapist gets a monthly co-pay I have to keep paying if I want to manage walking down dark streets without feeling as if I’m about to have a heart attack. Weave maintenance costs me eighty a month and I’m not changing my hairstyle. Not much room for weight loss program fees.

      Time to stop searching for expensive diet plans and go to the conference room for the meeting. When I get there, I see my manager, Christopher, and eleven of the fifteen workers in my department.

      Christopher glances at me as I take a seat around the table. “Did you pass Harry on the way down here?”

      “No,” I say, wheeling myself closer to the table.

      Christopher reaches over to the conference room phone and presses the buttons for Harry’s extension. “Harry, let’s go!”

      Two minutes later, Harry comes huffing into the room out of breath. With his gray-streaked sandy brown hair and lean features, he looks more like a college basketball coach than a software test engineer like the rest of us. He shuts the door behind him and finds a seat.

      Christopher looks around the table. “I don’t want to waste time, so let me tell you why I called you all in here. Some of you asked me about the team lead position for automated test. Those of you who applied, thank you. I appreciate you for the work you’ve done here. You’re all winners in my book.”

      This promotion seemed like a great way to grow, so I applied for it last month. I’ll get this. I know I will. No company wants to recruit from the outside because it costs too much.

      Christopher continues. “We’ve made a decision, and it was approved by upper management today. I’m happy to say your new test team lead is sitting here right now.”

      This sounds good. This could be it.

      Christopher sits back with a grin. “Congratulations to Joshua Smalls. He’s your new team lead!”

      Applause and shouts of congratulations go around the room. I look up and see Josh turn beet red from the tips of his ears to the center of his face. My eyes shift down at the floor, then back at Josh, over at the painting on the wall and finally around the table at my cheering coworkers. Aleksey’s ice blue eyes catch mine, and that’s when I remember to clap.

      Josh is a great worker. I should know. I trained him last year.

      

      Typically, by five-thirty, I’d be out of the office and zooming away from the company campus in my Focus. This afternoon, I stay in my cubicle seething and pretending to work while the cubicle farm empties. Around six, I walk down the aisle. The only person still around is Anant. He sits turned around wearing his noise cancellation headphones.

      The light is on in Christopher’s glass-doored office. I lean into the doorway and knock a little too hard on the doorframe. “Got a second?”

      His smile is welcoming but his eyes say he expected this.

      “Certainly. Come on in.”

      I glide in, shut the door behind me and plop down in the gray office chair in front of his massive desk. He has two computers and four screens placed around the U-shaped structure. Data scrolls down all the screens. It looks like God gave him the task of monitoring all the prayers ascending to heaven.

      “Christopher? What happened?”

      “This is about the Josh decision?”

      “Yes.”

      Christopher rubs the brown beard growth on his chin. “For what it’s worth, you are hands down our best team member. I can always count on you. Five people applied internally for the team lead. The decision came down to you and Josh.”

      “I trained him on all our test processes.”

      “I’m aware of that. You’re both great candidates. You both have the right certifications and dedication to the company.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “It was a tough call. But when we isolated the leader tasks alone, Josh was the best choice.”

      “You just said you can count on me.”

      “Absolutely, but the committee thought you might be too tentative when coaching your fellow team members to be accountable for the quality of their work. That could be a detriment when someone gives you a hard time about meeting our test deliverables.”

      What else can I say?

      “Thanks for your time.”  I stand up.

      “Chablis, there will be other opportunities in the future. I’m sure of it,” he says.

      I’m not sure of anything, so I just shut his office door and walk away.

      

      It’s Tuesday night, and my church life group starts at seven sharp. The Jones family hosts it in their Chestnut Hill home. Ever notice how every place of worship seems to have one Ken and Barbie couple who live in a perfect house with an athletic son, an adorable daughter, and a yellow Labrador? Well dip Ken and Barbie in a cocoa fountain and erase the furry animal from the picture and you’d have Dr. Brian Jones and his lovely homemaker wife, Tracey. I love them to death, though. Relationship goals all the way.

      Their front door is open when I arrive, so I walk in, kick off my shoes on the mat and direct myself to the dining room. My whole life group family sits in there, chowing down and talking. I’m not in the best mood, so I keep quiet and wave at everyone. I grab a plate and fill it with chicken and vegetable stir-fry with brown rice.

      Dr. Jones calls to me. “How was work, Chablis?”

      I grimace. “Don’t ask. Pray for me.”

      Although this would be the best place for me to vent, I don’t want to talk about being passed over for team lead. Or my elevated blood pressure. Or my friends moving on in life. I keep my eyes centered on my plate until it’s time to sing and pray.

      When dinner is over, we all troop to the living room. I raise my hand to volunteer to teach the youth Bible lesson, but Tracey stops me.

      “Oh no, you don’t,” she says. “You’ve taught the youth lesson three times in a row. Stay with us tonight.”

      Across the room, Jesse and Kim Chase, who have two young sons, are already herding the kids into the family room.

      I stuff myself into a corner of the huge sofa and scan the adult lesson sheet. And before I can say boo, here comes the Reverend Alex Robinson, sitting down so close to my left hip I think I can feel the Samsung in his right pocket. He’s single. Nice man. Full of love for the Lord. He’s not much older than me. Around thirty. We get along fine and if we’d met years ago, we might have started seeing each other. About six months after he joined our life group, Tracey Jones scheduled a Saturday evening group outing to Pennsylvania 6. I was supposed to attend as Rev. Robinson’s “date.” I refused to go. Firstly, because he’s in my church life group, so doesn’t that make him family or something? Secondly, I’ve listened to his prayer requests. If I hear him ask one more time for prayer for his former fiancée D’Londa, and her gospel singing career and his attempts to keep their friendship, I’m going to find out where D’Londa lives and force her to marry the man and put him out of his misery.

      I check my phone and fire off a few quick texts to Simone about my job situation. When I glance up and see Tracey giving me the side eye, I flash a smile and drop my phone in my purse at my feet. I then volunteer to read our theme verse, which is Romans 12:2.

      Life group has officially started.

      My head floats among the clouds the whole time. An hour passes, and before I know it, everyone kneels to pray for one another. I close my eyes, but I have a feeling my prayers don’t reach past the ceiling.

      When prayer time ends, we stand up and walk to the family room and cheer for the kids as they recite their verses. We stand in a circle, hold hands, Dr. Jones delivers the closing prayer and then we break out. In the front hallway, I slip on my shoes and jacket and then we head out the front door to our cars.

      Job over. Life group over. Let me get to the store so I can shop and go home already.

      At the GIANT, there’s nothing close to low-calorie in my cart.

      Why?

      Because I don’t want it.

      Maybe later, but not now.

      I pick up a two-liter bottle of Coke, three plastic-wrapped pizzas, some frozen meals for work lunches, Colgate, Listerine and Lottabody hair mousse. I’m in the checkout line texting Simone back because she finally answered my message.

      The checkout girl waves her hand to get my attention. “Miss?”

      “Yes?” I look up from my phone.

      “You must not have seen it. We have Diet Cokes. They’re on sale too. Not just regular.”

      “I saw them. Thank you,” I say, gripping my phone while I force my expression to remain blank.

      She cracks her gum and rings me up.

      Its clear her parents never taught her not to be rude, so I just pay and leave.

      When I’m in my car, it takes me a minute to put the keys in the ignition.

      Right now? I just feel heavy.

      And I don’t think it has anything to do with the weight on my body.
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      Mariah placed white serving bowls full of salad and grilled chicken in the middle of the dining room table, then walked back to the kitchen to get a pitcher full of iced tea. After she carried that to the dining room, she found herself back in the kitchen alone. She might as well wash the pots and pans. Towanda and Chablis were supposed be there for dinner at 6:30 p.m., but it was almost seven and neither of them had arrived yet.

      As Mariah turned on the sink’s hot water tap, she heard heavy footsteps approach from behind. Oscar wandered into the kitchen. He scanned the table and counters. “I knew I smelled something delicious coming from this room. Where’s the food?”

      “In there,” Mariah said over her shoulder before turning back to the sink. “You staying down here? Hanging with us women tonight?”

      “Uh-uh.” He peered inside the doorway leading to the dining room. “I have a date with SportsCenter.”

      “Fine, fine,” she said, rinsing an aluminum pan. “You know I asked Chablis and Towanda to hold me accountable for my weight loss goals. I’m serious this time. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “I’m here to support you, too. Remember that. But, uh, do you think…”

      “What?”

      “Is this the best way for you to start? I mean, do you need them here just to start? Aren’t you making it harder on yourself?”

      Mariah whipped around, one hand dripping water and suds on
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