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For all the women who were ever
told they weren’t the marrying kind














A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


The people, places, and events in this work have been re-created based on my memory, diary entries, e-mails, and text messages. Details, including physical characteristics, cities, occupations, and other identifiable traits have been changed in an effort to fiercely protect the privacy of my loved ones. Oh! And by no means is this a how-to book. Sorry, ladies.
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PART ONE


Game Time















Chapter 1



You’re going to be my wife one day, you know that?” Adam asked.


A spark that felt like lightning ran down my back.


Was this a proposal?


I breathed in, out, in, out, in, out, trying to calm myself down just in case it was a proposal. Shit! What if he was proposing? No, he didn’t seem nervous or fidgety. Aren’t guys usually nervous when they propose? It wasn’t a proposal. He wasn’t down on one knee—but he was slouched over. I kept my eyes wide, in case his hands went to his pockets.


Adam and I were ringing in the New Year in a nightclub in Washington, D.C., our favorite city despite the fact that the New York area had held us hostage for the last four years. Adam was a lawyer and had passed the bar across the Hudson River in New Jersey, so he couldn’t move unless he studied for the New York bar exam—and we weren’t going through that again. At least not right now. Plus, I had finally settled into my job as an entertainment producer at a television network in New York City, getting hard-to-come-by celebrity interviews and breaking news on stories that mattered—like Justin Bieber’s new haircut and Chris Brown’s latest girlfriend. The stories of legend.


So when I mentioned spending the New Year in D.C., he didn’t blink. I even convinced our best friends to book rooms in the same hotel just footsteps away from Georgetown University, where he went to law school. It would be nostalgic for him and a nice getaway for us.


By 11:53 p.m., Adam and I were way past tipsy.


“Yeah?” I slithered. A grin unable to contain itself appeared on my face.


“Yes!” he said, finally finding his balance and standing up straight. “We’re going to get married, and you’re going to be my wife. I love you!”


Okay. He was standing up, so this was definitely not a proposal. It’s not a proposal. I found my breath again. My heart, which was beating inside my chest so hard that I could hear it in my ears, suddenly shrank back to normal. This was not a proposal.


Damn.


It was more like a promise, and I’d take that. If I couldn’t get a proposal on New Year’s Eve, I’d take a promise.


“I love you too, Adam,” I said slowly, quietly, realizing the significance of this pseudo-proposal.


“Ten!… nine!… eight!… seven!… six!… five!… four!… three!… two!… one! Happy New Yearrrrrr!” the deejay proclaimed.


Adam planted a sloppy kiss on the space next to my mouth. I caught his wet champagne kiss, moving my head slightly so our lips actually met, and closed my eyes, letting the feeling of love wash over me.


I wondered if Adam would remember his marital declaration in the soberness of the morning.


I couldn’t wait to tell my sister.
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“So what does that mean?” my older sister, Jasmine, asked.


I had just finished telling her the New Year’s Eve pseudo-proposal story in great detail, hoping she could decode what Adam had meant, if he’d meant anything at all by it.


And Jazz should know. She had successfully gotten her boyfriend of three years to propose to her. Clearly she was an expert, and I needed expert advice.


“I honestly don’t know. We have talked about marriage before, but it was always in general terms like, ‘Yes, I see myself getting married and having two kids.’ But never, ‘I see myself marrying you.’”


“Well, then this is good. This is good,” Jasmine said with the delivery of a stock market analyst. “Wait and see if he brings it back up again. Give him a good three months. If he doesn’t, then bring it up. See where his head’s at. I mean, honestly, Joi, it’s not like you’re getting any younger. You guys have been together for as long as Jimmy and I have been together and we’re married with one on the way.”


“Yes, I am highly aware of that.”


“I’m just saying, you can’t be afraid to have the conversation.”


“Who said I was afraid?”


“All right, lover girl,” Jasmine conceded. “Just keep me posted.”


“I will. Adam isn’t the type to say something and not mean it. He’s always been a man of his word… Hell, at this point, I just hope he remembers his word.”


“Well, you know what they say: You tell the truth when you’re drunk. I wouldn’t worry about it.”


“You’re right. You’re right. Okay. Thanks, sissy. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”















Chapter 2



Wamp! Wamp! Wamp! Wamp!


With my eyes half closed, I threw my body over, flailing my arms like the dude in Weekend at Bernie’s, in search of the alarm clock. I finally found my iPhone, which served many purposes, and tapped the screen to snooze. It was 6:00 a.m. and I really needed ten more minutes. I could really sleep in until 6:20 and still make it on time to work by 7:00. I closed my eyes happily, like a fiend who just took another hit.


I did not want to get up. I have never been a morning person, but when you work in news, you work odd hours. My shift now was from 7:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. It’s complete torture to attempt to wake yourself up before the sun rises, but hey… at least I had a job. To think I complained when I had to go in at 9:00 a.m. Those were the days.


Unfortunately, my newsroom had downsized. We knew layoffs were coming—it’s common in this industry. Still, for weeks, it was a wait-and-watch game to see who would be leaving. A few people texted me to see if I was spared. You okay? Hear anything? But I hadn’t, so thankfully I was safe for now.


Consequently, I made sure I was always on time, always smiling, always polite, always responsive to e-mails—even if they were sent at 1:00 a.m. and I didn’t get paid overtime. Plus, I vowed when I started working there two years ago that I would never be that person—the killjoy always too busy making deadline to make small talk around the coffee machine.


My job was supposed to be fun. I covered entertainment news. I went to red carpets and premiere parties and mingled with New York’s celebrities and their clingers-on. There was just no reason to make the newsroom a living hell—for anybody.


But despite the glamorous people I covered, the actual job of chronicling the lives of Hollywood’s glitterati wasn’t really all that glamorous. I spent many nights waiting for hours in the cold and sometimes rain for red carpets to start. Plus, I had to look the part in cute and short party dresses but didn’t get paid to look the part—my credit card was on the brink of I-can’t-buy-you-any-more-shit-you-can’t-afford. Yet, if I had a nickel for every person in the industry who didn’t have a real job but posted pics on Instagram as if they were living the dream life, well, I’d really be living the dream life.


Instead of complaining, I fantasized about the day I wouldn’t have to cover another red carpet again. I dreamed of the day I’d get actual invitations to attend the fabulous events, instead of invitations to cover them, paying my keep by tweeting and SnapChatting and writing a nonstory in the wee hours of the morning. I couldn’t wait until I could assign that story to a newcomer so I could stay home with my kids and watch Disney movies. That would be a dream.


Wamp! Wamp! Wamp! Wamp!


I sighed deeply. I knew I had to get up this time. I looked under the covers to find my miniature dachshund, Arista, sleeping. When she noticed someone was waking her up, she yawned, licked her chops, and closed her eyes again. Spoiled ass. She was such a human—thanks to me—and I couldn’t help but be jealous that she got to sleep all day while I had to get up to keep a roof over our heads.


I kicked off the covers, hoping the shock of the early-morning cold air would awaken my body as I tiptoed to the bathroom on the chilly wooden floors. I turned on the shower before I even plopped down to pee. My building, like many in Harlem, was old, and I knew the shower needed time to build up the hot water.


By the time I had gotten dressed, taken down my hair, and put on my Olivia Pope trench coat, it was 6:40 a.m. Sucks for Rissy! I usually walked her around the block twice a day—once in the morning and once in the evening after work. But there was no time to walk her this morning, and I honestly hated walking her at this hour. The only people out on the streets in Harlem at this time of day were drunk partiers finishing their night, winos, crack addicts, or fucking randoms.


Last week, when I was walking Arista down to the corner and back up on the other side of the street, I noticed a man staring at me. I didn’t know why he was staring at me, and it looked like he was waving. Did I know him? I stared harder. It was dark, and I couldn’t really see, but I was absolutely sure I didn’t know this dude.


After passing a few more brownstones on the block, I realized the man wasn’t waving at all. He had his pants down around his thighs, and he was whacking himself off—while staring at me.


I didn’t have time to freak out or imagine what would happen if I walked past him. Instead, I sprang into action, crossed the street, now dragging Rissy by her pink leash, and ran up my building’s steps. I prayed that when I went back downstairs to head to work he’d be gone. He was.


After clearing away junk e-mails—one from Tommy Hilfiger’s publicist detailing which celebrity they had dressed on some red carpet, another attaching a folder of pictures from a celebrity-filled bash in Atlanta, and an invite to a party in the Hamptons from Jill Zarin—I saw one from a publicist friend inviting me to interview Spike Lee at his 40 Acres and a Mule Filmworks studio in Fort Greene. Yes! I kept reading… Oh shit. It’s today.


Great. I hadn’t put on makeup today, and my hair was snatched back in a ponytail because I was trying to give it a break from getting sew-in after sew-in. But I had to make this work—Spike would just have to meet me with puffy eyes and dry lips.


Honestly, this was my biggest interview in months. Recently, I’d been interviewing reality stars and American Idol rejects. It’d be nice to pick the brain of an iconic filmmaker on his latest, Red Hook Summer. The interview wasn’t for another two hours, which gave me time to do some research before I trekked to Brooklyn.


“How you doing, Joi-Marie?”


I slowly moved my eyes from my intense Google search to find Mike. He was one of my safe havens here—always giving me advice. He suggested months ago that I should learn how to read from a teleprompter even though I worked for the digital team and offered suggestions on how to get noticed even though my desk was on the very far end of the maze of sad gray cubicles. He even told me to relax when I came into the newsroom on the verge of tears one day. He had noticed—a rarity in New York in general and at my job specifically—and asked what was wrong. I told him about how my boyfriend of three years didn’t seem to be any closer to proposing and I didn’t know if I should try harder or start over with someone else. Mike said he didn’t propose to his wife until after close to eleven years. Over a decade?! I thought. I told him there was no way in hell I was waiting that long.


“Hey, Mike.”


“I heard about your Spike Lee interview.”


“Yup,” I said. At this point, everyone had heard about the interview thanks to the e-mail I sent out, asking if the team had questions for him, before I started my flurry of Google searches.


I hoped Mike didn’t want to do small talk right now. No offense, Mike was great, but I hated small talk when on a time crunch.


“If you don’t want to do it, I can do it. I’ve interviewed Spike before, so it’s probably best that I talk to him, since he knows me,” he said faster than normal. He was probably nervous to make such a bold request. I’d be nervous if I were him too.


“Um, no. I’ve got it,” I said, barely masking my how-dare-you attitude. “I’ve interviewed him before too, so I’m sure it’ll be good for us to catch up.”


“Oh, you have? When?”


“At last year’s American Black Film Festival when he celebrated the twentieth anniversary of Do the Right Thing.”


“Oh. Okay, well…” He trailed off and moseyed his way to the coffee machine without finishing his sentence.


The nerve! Did he not think I could pull this off?! I did see Spike at the film festival last year. Although, in all honesty, it was hardly an interview. I was on the red carpet, squeezed in next to a green reporter from Global Grind and a videographer from Ebony magazine who was just getting b-roll of the carpet. Spike was making his way down the line of reporters, and since he had just announced Red Hook Summer was coming out, I wanted to get him on the record talking about it. No one knew what the film was about. We just knew it was going to be a Spike Lee joint. He started walking toward us, and the Global Grind reporter asked the world’s dumbest question: “Are you enjoying yourself tonight?”


“Well, I just got here, so I don’t know,” Spike told her, pausing to see if she had a more poignant question. She didn’t. So he looked away and I caught his eye—a red carpet sign that I wanted to talk to him.


Other celebrities had publicists who walked down the red carpet beforehand, asking publications if they wanted to speak to their clients, so it was rather easy to chat with them. But Spike didn’t have that. He was a pro at navigating the red carpet on his own.


I pushed my microphone toward his mouth, just six inches away, holding up my mic flag with my thumb. The damn thing always seemed to slide down during interviews.


“What can you tell us about Red Hook Summer?” I asked Spike in a serious, I’m-a-real-entertainment-reporter-who-is-not-going-to-ask-you-about-the-weather-or-those-rumors-about-your-wife tone.


“Nothing,” he said in a warning tone, as if he really didn’t want to share.


He wouldn’t get away that easy, though. As he started to walk away, I yelled, “Just give me one word about the film!”


“Gentrification,” he said matter-of-factly before he walked to the next reporter.


After that awkward run-in, I was nervous to see Spike today. I hoped he wouldn’t remember me from that red carpet, but I wasn’t scared. I was going to be prepared with great questions. Mike could suck it.


After a few more clicks around the Internet, I printed off my questions about the film and one extra question about the Knicks to end the interview. I then e-mailed the questions to myself. I’ve been to enough on-location interviews to know to always bring a backup. Whenever I get there, my printed questions always seem to turn up missing, or I’m so nervous that I can’t find them in the oversized hobo bag that I lug around all day. After tossing my equipment into my bag, I was out the door.


The forty-minute train ride from midtown to Brooklyn was a much-needed break from technology. The best thing about the New York subway is that you can ride and not feel guilty about ignoring that e-mail, text, tweet, or Facebook message. You just don’t have service. What’s left is reading the e-mails already loaded on my cell phone or closing my eyes for a little nap. I decided on the nap.


I woke up every time the train pulled into a station and more people crammed in. After ten or so mini-naps, I got off at the Atlantic Avenue stop in Brooklyn and walked another ten minutes to Spike’s 40 Acres and a Mule studio. I had walked by this cultural petri dish many times before. In fact, when I first moved to New York, I came here as a tourist and took too many selfies in different poses in front of the garage, which always had some dope mural on it promoting Spike’s latest film. But today I could actually go in.


When I arrived, Sharon, the publicist, was at the door with a clipboard. “Joi-Marie! I’m glad you could make it so last minute. Sorry about that.”


“No worries. I’m just glad to get out of the newsroom.”


“Great! We’re running a little behind on interviews, but we have drinks and sandwiches downstairs. Come right in.”


Everyone in the entertainment industry seemed completely jaded. To these people, the worst thing a journalist can be is a fan of someone’s work. But at that moment, I was totally fangirling. My insides were about to burst out of my seams when I walked into 40 Acres and a Mule. All of the history rushed over me and I felt humbled to be there. These were the same hallways that birthed the careers of Denzel Washington and Rosie Perez. And now I got to be here, interviewing the visionary director whose movies shaped my cultural consciousness and made me fall in love with Brooklyn.


On one wall, floor-to-ceiling portraits of Michael Jackson and Michael Jordan hung next to each other. There was nothing fancy about anything—just tacky light wood linoleum floors with harsh overhead lighting. There was a table filled with Potbelly sandwiches and drinks. I grabbed a sandwich and a Coke and looked around for an empty seat.


Some journalists I recognized sat in metal folding chairs in a circle as if they were at a therapy session. I sat down meekly and whispered my hellos. No one stopped their conversations. No one bothered to look up.


I ate in the most uncomfortable position—with my plate in my lap, trying to squeeze mayonnaise on my turkey-and-cheese sandwich with one hand from that small metallic squeezy thingy. I was successful enough to put one thick stream of mayo on the part I was about to chow into and opened my mouth to enjoy it when someone finally said a few words in my direction.


“You’re Joi-Marie, right? From TheySaid.com?” a journalist named Heather asked.


Heather was loud, opinionated, and beautiful—and looked like she had lived in Brooklyn all her life. Her jet-black curly hair fell in all the right places. It didn’t seem like she used too much product to achieve her look. It was probably her natural curl pattern instead of the workings of Miss Jessie’s and flat twists. She topped it off with a bright red lip that wasn’t yet in season, but Heather managed to make it work.


“Um, no. Well, yes. I’m Joi-Marie, but I’m not with TheySaid anymore,” I stammered, wishing I could just eat my sandwich instead of making small talk. “I’m at a network now.”


Now the whole circle of journalists looked up at me with interest.


“Oh, really? That’s hot, Joi! Remember me? I was friends with your old editor, Ronny. I’m Heather.”


“Of course! Hi, Heather! You still working with…” I let my words trail off slowly so she could remind me of where she worked.


“Yup, I’m still at AngelaCorettaandYou,” she said proudly.


It was one of the hottest blogs for black women these days. As I looked around at all the journalists in the metal chairs, I noticed they all wrote for blogs—hip-hop blogs, gossip blogs, no-name blogs—and realized why everyone now suddenly wanted to jump into our conversation. They were all bloggers and I was the magical unicorn journalist who had gone from small news blog to credible news network in a matter of months. I had made it, as far as bloggers were concerned, and they all wanted to know how they could make the same transition—or at least keep in touch for future job opportunities, a 401(k), and medical and dental.


When I was at TheySaid, no one included me on their e-mail chains, inviting me to the best events in the city. After I started working at a network, I had access to all the velvet-rope events that my blogger press pass could never get me into. I got easy accessibility from celebrity publicists, where before I had to prove our site’s analytics and our reach before they would even consider my interview request. After years of scraping for celebrity interviews, they were now flowing to my inbox freely. But I still had a long way to go. Beyoncé’s publicist still ignored me. I didn’t get to interview Oprah Winfrey when she was making her rounds promoting The Butler, and—


“Joi. You wanted to be first, right?” It was Sharon, the publicist for the junket, interrupting my thoughts. She was speaking at lightning speed with her eyes darting nervously at the other bloggers.


“Oh yes! Is he ready?” I said, standing up from my seat and ending my thoughts of Heather and the three other bloggers trying to jump into our barely there conversation.


“Yup! Come on up. There are no pictures in here. Just wanted to remind everyone of that,” she spat.


I hadn’t even considered taking pictures of the place until she told me not to. I nodded while walking up the steps to the second floor. I looked around with my eyes wide as I saw memorabilia from School Daze, a silver bulldog on a windowsill, and the Sal’s Pizzeria sign from Spike’s film Do the Right Thing.


Sharon led me through an empty room that had round tables with metal chairs surrounding them. Spike was doing roundtable interviews with the bloggers later. She then opened the door where Spike was sitting in a director’s chair. I was nervous, considering how my last interview with Spike went, but he seemed relaxed. His shoulders slumped a little like he was comfortable, and he had a slight smile on his face. Great—at least he didn’t look pissed off.


I sat in the other director’s chair facing Spike. He didn’t say anything as I pulled out my now crumpled Word document filled with questions. I asked several questions about the movie, Brooklyn, and his legacy as a filmmaker. He seemed to appreciate every one, answering it like he had something to sell. Spike was charming, receptive, and attentive. I even made him laugh when I asked if he could ever see Carmelo Anthony playing for the Wizards, considering he was raised in Baltimore. He laughed really hard at that one. Brooklynites have long claimed Carmelo as their own since he was born there.


“Carmelo is from Brooklyn. Point-blank,” he said in his thick New York accent.


“Yes, but he grew up in Baltimore. I remember him in high school,” I said matter-of-factly.


When I was at Roland Park Country School, a private all-girls college prep school on the west side of Charm City, a young Carmelo—well, we were all young then—was playing basketball ten minutes away at Towson Catholic. Everyone knew then that he’d make it to the league.


I saved useless gems of information like this one if ever I could use it during an interview to get a reaction out of a celeb.


“Oh, you’re from Baltimore? Well… Carmelo isn’t,” he said with a smile. Spike was that rude uncle everyone had in their family, and I loved it.


Sharon tapped on the door to let us know time was up. Perhaps she heard too many laughs, plus it had been about twelve minutes—two minutes over the allotted time.


I asked quickly if I could snap a picture with him. He obliged, saying we should take it right outside the door in a more well-lit room.


The high from the interview made me forget I didn’t have a drop of makeup on and that the hair in my ponytail was now sticking straight up on my head like it was pointing to 12 o’clock. I looked twelve years old. I smiled with all my teeth as I towered next to Spike, who only came up to my collarbone.


As I walked down the stairs, camera in hand, I snapped two pictures: one of the silver bulldog and another of the Sal’s Pizzeria sign.















Chapter 3



It was 5:42 a.m., according to my iPhone. Great. That meant I had another half hour to sleep before I really had to wake up. In my newsroom, if you got in at 7:11 a.m., eleven minutes past the time I was expected to occupy my station at the far end of the connected cubicle maze, an e-mail went out to the entire staff announcing “Joi-Marie is out today.”


It was now 6:12 a.m. But I couldn’t get out of bed without checking the e-mails on my phone that had come in overnight, then my text messages (and there were a couple that streamed in after 10:00 p.m. when I’m usually out like a light), then Twitter, then Facebook. In that order. By the time I tapped Instagram, I was usually running late, so that normally waited until I was on the subway platform.


Still, this morning, which just so happened to be Valentine’s Day, I got stuck in my inbox. An e-mail from my sorority sister came in, and the subject read, “So I’m in Paris and…” The preview already let me know what was behind the ellipsis. She got engaged! Her boyfriend—well, fiancé now—flew her to Paris and dropped down to one knee on the Pont des Arts, better known as the “Love Locks” bridge. I really don’t think it gets more perfect than that. I let out a happier than happy squeal that no one heard, especially at this hour, except for Arista. She barely moved at the sound. I felt like I should celebrate this news with someone else, so I immediately texted Adam.


Aww, Lamar just proposed to Lindsay in Paris…, I typed.


I didn’t expect to get a response, especially at this hour. I’m sure he’d take it as a hint, which it was, masked in an I’m-just-sharing-news type of text message.


But he knew me, and I’d been dropping hints ever since that New Year’s Eve, when he leaned over to sloppily kiss me—a rare moment of PDA—in our favorite D.C. nightclub and told me, “You’re going to be my wife one day.” It was exhilarating, but I kept reminding myself that it wasn’t a proposal. So every day I sat and prayed and hoped that he’d even remember that he said it.


But that was over a year ago.


Although we’d talked about getting married in the months after that, Adam never spoke about it with the same drunken enthusiasm he’d had that night. In fact, he stopped bringing it up at all.


Shit. I didn’t want to do Valentine’s Day. Even with a boyfriend, I just didn’t want to do it. I’m nowhere near walking down the aisle—although twice a month someone tells me, “You’re next!” The worst part was, if you’d asked me a year ago, I would’ve faked like I didn’t believe you; now I actually don’t.


What the hell is taking him so long to pop the question?


I couldn’t help but think that Lamar and Lindsay met two years after I started dating Adam. In fact, I was there when they met inside an amazing Brooklyn house party where we made really bad cocktails in red cups and ate pizza with no plates. Although I wasn’t looking, the house was filled with cute guys—so I pretended to be Patti Stanger and played matchmaker for my three sorority sisters who had joined me for the festivities.


Now Lindsay and Lamar were getting married, and I still wasn’t—and now I really didn’t want to get out of bed.


I did eventually and made it to work by 7:07 a.m. By the time I got there, I no longer felt the overwhelming wave of unhappiness—slightly mixed with anxiety and topped with cluelessness—that almost trapped me in bed on Valentine’s Day. But in an effort to cheer myself up just a bit, I decided to play a practical joke on my sister, since I knew I wouldn’t be sending a “Guess who’s engaged?” e-mail for a while. I Gchatted Jasmine that exact message, snickering because I’d done this two times before, and she’d freaked out every single time.


WHO?! she replied in record time.


…, I typed back, trying to delay the inevitable, the re-realization that I still wasn’t engaged.


My sorority sister Lindsay. Haha! I just wanted to make your heart jump.


LOL, she replied, probably already knowing that was coming.


Did it?! I teased.


I WAS preparing a SHUT THE FRONT DOOR response for you! HAHAHA, Jasmine typed.


Why do I find pleasure in this? I said, sniggling—the laugh you make when you’re halfway between snickering and giggling.


Cause ur dumb lol


Lawd knows I may never get married at this pace—so I do this to scare you lol


It was cute. Plus I know you would never Gchat the news.


Yeah, I’m better than that.















Chapter 4



The first time I saw Adam, I asked myself, “Who is that?” and was determined to find out the answer. He was in a bright Smurf-blue blazer, tailored across his broad shoulders. A mixed-looking blond beauty was holding his arm around her shoulder. The growing line outside Tuscana West, a now defunct restaurant-turned-nightclub in the McPherson Square section of D.C., parted for them. Girls like that didn’t wait in line and neither did Adam. Someone tapped the bouncer to let the two of them in, along with anyone else they pointed out behind them.


As a person new to D.C. nightlife, I was utterly intrigued by it. I loved the fact that I could casually run into D.C.’s pseudo-celebrities—people who, by day, more than likely occupied a boring government job but by night became the District’s scenesters. They ran the city in an allure that brought them local celebrity status. At only twenty-eight, Adam was one of the youngest players.


I had already tried my hand at getting into Tuscana West, only to be told it would be $40 each for my girls and me. Nope, there was no way I was parting with that much money to go party in a restaurant. Instead, I did what most recent college grads did—I waited outside for the Let Out.


The Let Out was when everyone who had been partying all night long inside a club left. They were looking sweaty and worn down and we were there looking ever fresh and ready to meet all the guys who were leaving. It’s basically the same thing as being in the club, but instead you do it for free—outside!


I had already texted the guy I was dating at the time, letting him know I was outside. Brian and I had dated for four years throughout college, but he never wanted to put an official title on it. And me, being unsure of my worth and stupid as hell, never forced him to give me a title. I accepted the gray area that he put us in, even if I was pretty sure he wasn’t dating anyone else. That night Brian texted me back saying he was on his way out. Shit. Just when I got that notification on my Nextel (remember when everyone had those?!), an awful-looking guy walked up to me. He had a familiar look in his eye—a look that said at the end of this conversation he wanted to walk away with my number. Not happening.


I really didn’t want to be caught talking to this dude. Number one, he was unfortunate-looking, and number two, Brian was the jealous type. If I was caught talking to any guy, it would be three days before his anger wore off and he’d return my calls. I really didn’t need that right now. Spotting Adam out of the corner of my wandering eye, I quickly turned my head and said:


“Adam! Hey, Adam. Remember me? It’s Joi. You invited me to one of your parties at Cloud.”


“Oh yeah, what’s up?” He spun around slowly, looking uninterested. The blonde who had been on his arm had disappeared before the evening wound down, I guess.


Stepping into his personal space, I whispered in his ear, “Listen, can you get this guy to leave? My friend is coming out here at any second and he’s the jealous type.”


“Sure. Where’s your boyfriend?”


“My friend,” I corrected, “is coming out now.”


“Okay,” he said as he bear-hugged me, suffocating me in a cocoon-like grip that made me stand on my tiptoes with my arms bone straight stuck to my side. I tried to scream but nothing was coming out. In my peripheral, I saw Brian coming out of Tuscana West with a smile on his face that was immediately wiped off like something smacked him. Walking up right behind us, he stopped, only to look me deep in my eyes with envy-hate. Without saying a word, he walked off.


Knowingly, that was when Adam let me out of his death grip.


“You asshole! Why did you do that?” I said, my words dripping with fire.


“You’re welcome,” Adam said with a smile filled with audacity.


He friended me on Facebook the next day.
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Falling in love with Adam was easy.


There wasn’t much I disliked about him. He was everything a man was supposed to be: strong, attentive, decisive, protective, and fiercely loyal to his friends. Although he could be aloof to strangers—a quality that benefitted him in the courtroom—he was warm and inviting to me. And that endeared him to me. That I somehow was different.


In the weeks after our run-in outside Tuscana West, I found myself talking to him more and more—as his friend. And it was a sincere friendship. Somehow neither of us immediately thought to actually date each other. It wasn’t until about two months later that I realized I spoke to him daily. I actually spoke to him more than I would speak to my own mother, and we chatted at least three times a week for hours. Somehow, Adam’s voice had begun to put me to sleep every night and wake me up each morning.


It happened without my noticing, like a moon getting caught in an unseen gravitational pull. He drew me in with interesting conversation—not necessarily romantic, but stimulating. We would discuss and intensely debate everything from basketball to New York Fashion Week to the best way to smother chicken—with gravy from a can or making the gravy from scratch. And he always wanted my opinion on something. Initially, it was the D.C. night scene that intrigued him, and then it became any- and everything. Adam called at lunch to decide between the bento box or the chicken box. He called while shopping for socks to get my take on stripes or argyle, and he called while picking up dinner at the grocery store to let me weigh in on preseasoned salmon or baked chicken. It seemed he not only wanted my opinion, but he also started to need it. And his needing me made me feel special. I had never felt needed like that before.


Adam seemed less interested in how I looked and more interested in what I had to say. After one hours-long sparring about God knows what, Adam ended the debate with, “Your mind excites me.” It’s still one of the best compliments I’ve ever received.


He was a rare change of pace. He seemed to value every opinion I had, which only empowered me to consider him as a serious dating option. Why wouldn’t I want a man like this, someone who wanted to know my mind and not just my body? This was the type of man I wanted as the head of my household, one who respected me immensely.


Adam fit. Without force. He just appeared in my life and I couldn’t imagine what it was like before he was there because it seemed like he was always there… or at least like he was always supposed to be there.


I first realized I was in love with Adam after a night of partying in D.C. before we made it official. The two of us—along with my friend Felicia—decided to hit up Ben’s Chili Bowl to grab food to soak up the alcohol we had in our system, and nothing does that better than cheese fries and a half smoke.


By that time, Adam and I had been friends for five months and we now referred to each other as “besties.” But I didn’t want to be his best friend anymore. I wanted to be his girlfriend, but I wasn’t sure how to make that leap, especially without a little sign. A little sign that said he liked me too.


Felicia and I happily wobbled in our heels, like deer just learning how to walk, into Ben’s. We sat down in a booth while Adam grabbed our orders from the counter. Lost in our intoxicated conversation, Adam startled me when he bounced down in the space next to me. Then he put his arm around me. It was the first time he did that.


Felicia looked at us with half disgust and half admiration as Adam threw his weight onto me. Putting his lips close to my ear so no one else could hear, he whispered, “You know that feeling you get on the first day of second grade when you’re kind of nervous and excited? That’s how I felt when I first saw you tonight.”


I felt like Sandy in Grease.


Felicia didn’t know that this was the moment we were finally giving in to our feelings. She didn’t know it was the first time he was showing public displays of affection. She didn’t know that, under harsh fluorescent lights, inside this cracked-leather booth, and surrounded by whiffs of chili and cheese, we had just quietly tiptoed across an imaginary line from best friends to more than friends.


That night, unlike previous nights, I didn’t hide the love I had for him behind the browns of my eyes when I looked in his direction. I let the light I felt for him shine through. I didn’t look away when his eyes met mine. I let my eyes nestle into his like leaves falling off autumn trees. I didn’t turn off the warm flush that rushed up the inside of my chest when he grabbed my hand only to let it go a second later. I let it race up my body to my cheeks, hot in their defection. And I didn’t stifle my laugh and pretend he wasn’t funny when he made a good joke, teasing him like a best friend would. I let myself finally lose control. Finally trust him. Finally hand my heart over to him.


Felicia, who is at times painfully blunt, blurted out, “You guys are cute.” Then she nodded as if her inner voice agreed with her like, “Yeah, girl, they are.”


We made it official a few weeks later, on the same weekend Barack Obama moved into the White House.















Chapter 5



Later that afternoon, Adam picked me up from work, which is super romantic considering it’s New York and I walk everywhere. My throbbing feet and monthly MetroCard were proof. To actually sit down in a car was a luxury, and I guess he wanted to spoil me.


This was our fifth Valentine’s Day together, and we had finally exhausted all the cliché shit that you see in movies. This year, Adam wanted to grab groceries and cook at home, and by home he meant my apartment. When Adam came back from D.C., he moved into a three-level home in Jersey with his cousin Sheila and her nine-year-old daughter, so we never went over there. Dinner at home actually sounded nice, so I didn’t fight him on it this time. We were fighting too much about petty stuff lately, and today I just wanted to get along.


We drove to Fairway Market in Harlem to gather supplies for the night’s feast. We decided on lamb chops—my favorite—and asparagus with wild rice. To start, we’d have Boursin cheese, another one of my favorites, and salami, his favorite. For dessert, Adam picked out mini pecan pies. It’d be a perfect three-course meal.


What Adam didn’t know was that the real dessert would be in my bed. We hadn’t had sex in two weeks. I guess when you’ve been with someone for five years, two weeks didn’t seem like a long time… but then again it did. I read in some magazine that men need to have sex every three days or their balls feel like they’re about to explode. I’m not sure if that’s true. Regardless, it’s not like we were in our forties with two kids. It was just us… and my dog. There was no reason why the fire had run out already.


So, I began searching Pinterest for ways to spice up tonight’s bedroom dessert and stumbled upon this really cute idea. Some girl had bought a pair of lace panties and put it on a breakfast tray—a play on “sex on a platter.” It was more kitschy than sexy, but it was funny, and so me. I love corny shit. It was perfect for tonight. Hopefully Adam would crack up laughing, then grab me and throw me onto the bed.


As we were walking out of the grocery store, we walked past a flower stand. I spotted my favorite flower, yellow roses. “Babe, I want those. What do you think? My flowers are dead anyway.”


“No, you don’t need it. C’mon! Let’s go. It’s cold,” he said in a rushed tone, which annoyed me.


“Babe! I really want them, though,” I whined, knowing that if I kept at it, I’d get my way eventually.


“Joi. Is it really necessary?”


“I’ll buy them if it’s that big of a deal,” I said, pulling out my black Marc Jacobs wallet.


Adam’s head lowered. “Sweetie, I know those are your favorites. I already bought you some. They’re in the trunk. It was supposed to be a surprise.”


“You did?!” I squealed, a wide smile spreading across my face. If I didn’t have two hands full of groceries, I would have hugged him for remembering.
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Adam was the better cook, so I let him do his thing in the kitchen when we got home to my apartment. Meanwhile, I hurried to the bedroom to set up the “sex on a platter.” I decided to take what I saw on Pinterest and add something—some Sweethearts. However, being the type A person that I am, I picked out the candy hearts that had sexy messages on them like “Let’s Get Busy” or “Kiss Me.” How could he not laugh and then grab me and throw me onto the bed?


I had been in my work clothes too long, and the band on my stockings was starting to pinch my rib cage. So I quickly changed into my red-and-white sorority sweatpants and a crop top. Even when I was lounging around the house, I tried to maintain my sexy. Hell, I wasn’t married yet.


I placed the sherbet-colored lace panties I had bought from Urban Outfitters on the all-white breakfast tray. The Sweethearts added the perfect touch in the corners. I was so proud that I took a picture on my iPhone—not that anyone would see it. Maybe I’d show my girls afterward for bragging rights.


Proud of my accomplishment, I sauntered back into the kitchen to see how dinner was coming along. It was virtually done, but Adam wanted to plate it. I swear he thought he was Bobby Flay. Being a good sous chef, I took out the plates and the wineglasses and placed them on the two upscale TV dinner trays that I bought from Pier 1. Okay fine, that I stole from my mother’s house in Maryland. My apartment wasn’t big enough for a proper dining table anyway. Damn New York living.


“Do you remember our first Valentine’s Day?” Adam asked. His back was still toward me as he hovered over what would be dinner in a few minutes, but I could tell he was smiling at the thought.


“I do,” I said. “We were still in D.C. We cooked breakfast and then went to the mall to buy each other presents because neither of us had bothered to buy a gift.”


“We were so lame,” he said, gently laughing. His laugh was inviting. It was the type of laugh I hoped he’d have later when I pulled him into the bedroom.


“We were. I think we fell asleep that night watching the NBA All-Star Game…,” I trailed off.


“Yeah, that part was dope. You still get cool points for not changing the channel.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Yeah…,” Adam said, pecking me lightly on the lips.


His voice hinted that he had more to say. After a few moments of him expertly moving our dinner from pans to plates, he finally spat it out. “That year I also asked if you thought I was the one.”


“You did?” I asked.


I wasn’t actually wondering if he had asked me that question years ago. I just replied instinctively, hoping the question would hide my nervousness and stall whatever he wondered next.


The kitchen—which was really a kitchenette inside my living room—all of a sudden felt hot. I walked over to the window not utilized by the air-conditioner unit and opened it. I invitingly gasped at the cold air that rushed in.


“Well, what did I say?” I finally asked him once I gathered my thoughts.


“You gave this long, drawn-out answer that didn’t really answer the question,” he said carefully without looking up at me. He seemed to be concentrating on thinly cutting the salami. “But you did end your rambling with, ‘Whatever God wants.’”


He abruptly turned to me and smiled. I guess to reinforce that he wasn’t necessarily upset about the ghost of Valentine’s Day past.


I returned his smile by forcing my lips upward, but inside I wondered what made him bring up our first Valentine’s Day. I forced out, “That sounds like me.”


The conversation stood still—thick with questions unasked—while Adam finished plating dinner.


“I’m just glad we decided not to buy presents this year,” Adam said, breaking the silence first.


Adam and I decided we weren’t going to exchange presents primarily because we had just celebrated our fifth anniversary the month before and we kind of overdid it on the presents. If I wasn’t getting an engagement ring, I at least wanted a great anniversary gift. And Adam delivered—he got me a beautiful brown Gucci tote. I got him a suit—you know, the good kind. The kind that needed to be tailored. Plus, Adam said, “Every day is Valentine’s Day with you,” and with that we balked at the made-up holiday.


After dinner, I took Adam by the hand and led him to my bedroom. I walked in my sexiest “I am Beyoncé, bitch” walk and told him I had something special for him. When I flipped on the light, his eyes squinted to see what was on the bed. As he got closer, one half of his mouth went up in a smile while the other remained limp.


“What is this?” he said, not sure whether to laugh or not.


I started laughing, encouraging him that it was okay to laugh at me. “It’s sex on a platter, babe.”


In my mind, this was where he kissed me, grabbed me, and threw me on the bed. Instead, he looked down at my sweatpants, let go of my hand, and said, “It may have worked better if you weren’t wearing those.”


Then he walked back to the kitchen to grab the pecan pies. We ended up falling asleep on the couch with the game on.
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