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one



My life was a lie. One of those whoppers that should’ve been a special at Burger King.


But my best friend/producer was once again reminding me that I was being paid extremely well for this lie. Nicole Dunbar had been the producer of our hit radio show, Love with the Lovejoys, since my husband, Jay, and I had started it two years ago. That, coupled with the fact that we’d been best friends since our days at Howard University, gave her a front-row seat to the problems in my marriage. In fact, it was Nicole who had told me from the very beginning that the charming personality I found so endearing back when Jay and I first met would one day aggravate me to no end.


Truer words have never been uttered.


“I bet it was one of those women he was always flirting with,” I muttered as I paced back and forth in the holding room. We were in the conference room at the newly remodeled Buccaneer Hotel, preparing for a weeklong retreat that I had no desire to be a part of. Granted, I’d been gung-ho when the organizers first pitched this retreat to us, billed as a one-of-a-kind event at which attendees could reconnect and rediscover love. Jay and I were set to be keynote speakers and lead several workshops in intimate settings. I’d been excited about it. But that was before I knew that my husband was a cheating bastard.


Before I knew my marriage was a whopper of a lie.


“Come on, don’t go down that road. You’re going to work yourself up into a tizzy,” Nicole said. She was sitting at a table, reviewing some of the logistical paperwork for the conference.


“I just don’t want to see him,” I finally admitted, walking over to the window to gaze out at the beautiful scenery.


“It’s not that hard,” Nicole replied.


That was easy for her to say. Her “for better” wasn’t at its worst.


I turned to face my friend. “Seven years, Nicole,” I said. “Jay threw away seven years and a lucrative career over some woman, but I’m supposed to just smile like everything is okay.” I grabbed a small bottled water from the ice bucket before resuming my pacing.


She put her pen down and gave me her undivided attention. “Yes. When you’re getting paid a half-million dollars, yes, you smile like you guys are…” She paused, like she was thinking. “Um…”


I flicked my hand in exasperation. “Exactly. You can’t name one married couple as an example of amazing love.”


She snapped her fingers. “Like Barack and Michelle.”


I rolled my eyes. “Girl, Jay can’t carry Barack’s water.”


“Tell that to someone who doesn’t know how in love with him you are,” she said.


“Were. Past tense.” I gulped the water and tossed the empty bottle. I didn’t know if it was my nerves that had me feeling dehydrated or if I was just that thirsty.


Nicole waved me off. “Look, we do not have time to rehash the infidelity of Jay Lovejoy. You agreed to do this conference, more than three thousand people are registered, and we have a contract to uphold. Now, they want a happy couple: we need to deliver a happy couple to them.”


I watched as a large truck backed up to the loading dock. They were no doubt bringing items for the retreat.


“Shan, you can do this,” Nicole said.


I knew my best friend was right. It had been five weeks since I’d discovered my husband was having an affair. It had been the most difficult thing I’d ever endured. Everyone around us was concerned about the Lovejoy franchise—the syndicated radio show, the bestselling books, the hundreds of thousands of social media followers—everything that made us what Essence magazine called “The Couple of the Century.” We’d built our Lovejoy brand on how in love we were. How we’d managed to have it all and keep the love and the joy alive in our relationship. And it was all a lie. In this moment, in this space, in this heartache, I didn’t care about any of that. I only wanted to repair the hole that was now in my heart.


I’d made Jay move out the day that I’d discovered the affair, and the plan had been to cut him out of my life. But that was proving much harder than I’d ever imagined.


Nicole eased up behind me and rubbed my back. “Shannon, you have been kicking butt and taking names since I met you our freshman year of college. This is just another obstacle that you will overcome.”


That brought a slight smile to my face. “Yeah, Howard wasn’t ready for me.” I was one of those overachieving students who was a student leader and a straight-A student my first semester on campus.


“Exactly,” Nicole said. “So I need you to summon up that same strength, put on your game face, and do this.”


My shoulders slumped as I stared outside. This really was a beautiful place.


When I didn’t move, Nicole came around in front of me. Her eyes bore into mine, like she was trying to use X-ray vision to see into my soul—and the real reason I didn’t want to be here.


“You didn’t talk to him, did you?” she asked.


When I didn’t answer, she sighed. “I thought you guys met to talk so this wouldn’t be the first time you’d seen each other in the past month.”


“I didn’t go.”


“What?” Nicole exclaimed.


I looked down. When I looked up, my eyes were misty. Nicole was the only one I allowed to see my vulnerable side. With her, I didn’t need to pretend. With her, I could show how much Jay’s betrayal really hurt.


“I didn’t want to see him.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I wasn’t ready to see him.” The day that I’d confronted Jay—and he’d confessed—I’d put him out. And although he’d tried multiple times to talk to me about it, I’d told him I had nothing to say. He’d admitted it. A “why” didn’t matter. And since he wouldn’t give me details, there was no need to talk.


I expected Nicole to put on her producer hat and chastise me, but she stayed in best-friend mode.


“Awww, sweetie, I get it.” She patted the tear that had managed to seep out. “But no more running. You have to face him now. Get through this retreat, finalize the divorce, and then pick up the pieces of your life.”


I sighed. Nicole was right. I needed to just release this fear and face my soon-to-be ex. “Fine, but don’t expect me to be nice,” I said.


“No, ma’am,” Nicole said. “You can’t walk around here all week acting all funky and wearing an attitude on your shoulder. Remember, Quincy said we have to give the people what they came for.”


I huffed. “I’m sorry. I’m not a skilled liar like Jay. It’s not easy for me to pretend like my soon-to-be ex-husband is the greatest thing since sliced bread, especially when I know that he’s not.”


The door to the greenroom opened and Tara, the conference coordinator, walked in.


“Good afternoon, Mrs. Lovejoy. Welcome to the Virgin Islands. How was your flight?” Tara asked.


“Hi, Tara. It was fine.” I managed a smile.


Tara handed me an envelope. “Wonderful. I have both you and Mr. Lovejoy checked into the presidential suite. Your bags will be delivered up to your room when they arrive.”


“Tara, umm…” I weighed how to get my next statement out. Aside from Nicole and Quincy, no one knew anything about my problems with Jay, and separate rooms would only fuel speculation. But I couldn’t bear the thought of spending the whole week in the same room as him. “I was just wondering if… you thought… well, is there any way to get Jay a separate room? It’s just… we need…” I couldn’t even think of a good lie. I stopped as Nicole waved her hand.


“Tara, if you don’t mind, let me talk with Shannon, please?” Nicole said.


Tara looked confused. “Well, ummm, do you want me to try to get another room?” she asked me. “That might be difficult, but, um, I… I can see what I can do.”


Nicole shook her head, answering for me. “That won’t be necessary.” She chuckled. “Jay has a horrible snoring problem and Dr. Shannon was joking about wanting to get a good night’s sleep. If you can just make sure their bags get taken up, that would be great.”


Tara nodded before scurrying off. I groaned as I glared at my friend. Nicole glared right back. “I thought you were going to behave yourself,” she said.


“I am. But that doesn’t mean I have to stay in the room with him the whole week.” I knew I was acting like a pouty brat, but I was hurting, and the fact that I had to mask that pain only exacerbated the problem.


“Number one, the hotel is booked to capacity,” Nicole said. “Trying to find another room would be nearly impossible. Not to mention, it would raise a lot of eyebrows.” She held up two fingers. “Number two, the suite you’re in has two bedrooms. Just put him in one and you take the other. And number three, and most important, I thought we had this discussion before we left D.C. There is too much at stake here. You’ve got hundreds of thousands of dollars on the line here, and unless you’re prepared to write a check to pay the Family First Foundation, I suggest you get to faking it.”


I folded my arms across my chest as I stared out the window. Jay had arrived and had barely stepped out of the SUV when he was swarmed by women. My husband was a popular nineties R&B singer who had retained a loyal following. I watched the way they were swooning, jockeying for position near him. And as usual, Jay was being charismatic and had the women giggling like schoolgirls. I saw him laughing with a group of them by the front door. “It’s going to take a whole lot more than faking it,” I said, watching as some woman seductively touched Jay’s chest. “It’s going to take an Academy Award–winning performance to make it through this week.”


Nicole glanced out at Jay, then back at me. “Then I suggest you get to acting, Viola.”










two



My husband and I were face-to-face for the first time in five weeks. And it felt like five years.


“Hello, Shannon,” Jay said as he walked into the holding room.


“Jay” was all I could reply. In this moment, I hated this man with everything inside me. But damn, he was still so fine. Right now, he was in his usual stylish attire—a camel-colored jacket, a black mock turtleneck, and black slacks. And, of course, his passion: Italian-imported loafers.


I immediately noticed that his dimple was gone. Just moments ago, Jay had been smiling at the group of women outside. Now his face bore a look of disdain. That was laughable, since he was the one who had cheated.


“Jay, so glad that you made it in okay,” Nicole said, stepping in to ease the tension that hung in the air.


“Thanks, Nicole,” he said, finally smiling.


“Let me go check to see if the driver is ready to take you guys to the radio station,” Nicole said.


Jay walked over to grab a bottled water. I suddenly became interested in the pattern of the ceramic tile.


“How have you been, Shannon?” he asked.


“How do you think?” I replied. I might be forced to fake it out in public, but in private, I wasn’t about to pretend.


He sighed. “Shannon, we really should talk.”


“We have nothing to talk about. You admitted to the affair. And then you had the audacity to not want to give me details.” I glared at him. It was bad enough that he’d cheated, but no matter how much I demanded details, he wouldn’t oblige. I think that’s what took my fury to a whole other level.


“Because I don’t think the details will help anything,” he said.


“They could’ve helped me! Regardless, you were the one in the wrong. You don’t get to make the decision about what I needed.”


Though we hadn’t seen each other since we’d taped our radio show five weeks ago, we’d been communicating via text. First, he’d just kept trying to call and apologize. But if he couldn’t answer my questions, I couldn’t be bothered with his apologies. Finally, when I wouldn’t engage with him over the phone, he’d shifted to daily texts trying to salvage the radio show, the second book of our two-book deal, and this retreat.


“Look, I don’t want to fight with you. I know what’s at stake, so I’m ready to make sure everyone has a good time,” he said, almost like he was trying to give me a verbal reminder.


Nicole stepped back inside. “Okay, the driver is ready. They said people are already lining up at the bookstore.”


Jay continued to stare at me until I broke away. “Fine,” I said, slipping my sunglasses on. “Let the show begin.”


The three of us walked outside, where word must’ve spread about our arrival, because several more people were there, waiting around for autographs.


“We are so sorry: the Lovejoys must get to their radio remote,” Nicole told the people as they called out to us and thrust papers and books at us to sign. “Please join them this evening at Delphi Books for their book signing to kick off the retreat.”


She motioned for us to continue down the walkway. The touch of Jay’s hand jolted me, and I glanced down in shock as he took my hand and led me over to the SUV. But then I saw why as a photographer flashed his camera in front of us. At that moment, I was grateful I hadn’t removed my sunglasses, because I would have hated for anyone to see the pain in my eyes.


“Sorry about that,” the driver said, shooing the photographer away. “As you can imagine, your retreat has been the talk of the island.”


“That’s a good thing,” Jay said as we climbed inside the black Escalade.


“I’ll see you guys over there,” Nicole said. “I’ll catch a taxi after I make sure the crew have everything they need.”


The driver made sure we were safely in the SUV and darted back around to the driver’s side. Once we had pulled off and were on our way, he glanced in his rearview mirror. “Mr. Lovejoy, can I just say, I’m a huge fan. I actually proposed to my lady while one of your songs played. I love your voice.”


Jay flashed a genuine smile. “Thank you so much. And call me Jay.”


I rolled my eyes and stared out the window. That melodic voice had been Jay’s signature on our popular Washington, D.C.–based call-in radio show. It had been his claim to fame since the nineties, when he’d burst onto the scene as a fresh-faced R&B crooner with the voice of Barry White. It didn’t hurt now that at one time Jay had been one of the hottest R&B singers on the market. He was all the DeBarge brothers, Jamie Foxx, and Ginuwine rolled up into one. And then, he had the looks to go along with every lonely woman’s fantasy. He was the caring, sympathetic one, the one women secretly dreamed they could call their own. I had often joked with Jay that he presented an image for all these lonely women of a devoted, romantic man who would cater to their every need. I was the noted psychologist, the hard-nosed dose of reality who urged the women to put on their big-girl panties and get their lives back together.


For a while, we seemed like the perfect team. Until my husband decided that our lives weren’t good enough.





“Did you stop and pick up food?”


“Dang, can you say hello?”


I looked up from my laptop and glanced at my husband. I took a deep breath and decided to try again. All we’d been doing was fighting for the past six months and I was tired of it. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Hello. How was your meeting?”


He tossed his keys and cell phone on the bar. “It was fine. Quincy is finalizing all the details with the foundation. They’re excited about the retreat. By the way, they wired the money to our account. I’ll transfer it to our savings.” He paused and looked at me. “Unless you want your half sent to your own account.”


My immediate reaction was to say “Of course.” But since that had become just one of the main sources of contention with us lately, I just left it alone.


“That’s fine.”


We stared at each other like we didn’t know what to say to one another—a far cry from the way we used to be.


Finally, he said, “Well, I’ll call DoorDash and have something delivered. I’m going to take a shower.”


As he turned to walk away, it suddenly dawned on me that I couldn’t remember the last time Jay had kissed me. We were still having sex, but it was like we fulfilled our carnal desires and then went our separate ways.


I needed wine. I walked over to the bar, grabbed the bottle of pinot grigio and a glass. As I was pouring the wine, Jay’s cell phone rang. I glanced at it and saw Quincy’s Work flash across the screen. He probably had questions about the negotiations. I usually let Jay handle that part of our partnership; I took a sip of the wine and then headed upstairs with his phone in my hand.


I was halfway up the stairs when a text message dinged from Quincy’s number. The cleavage shot caused me to stop in my tracks. I couldn’t see the whole picture, but the next message that came in caused me to lean against the side of the railing to keep from falling.




Today was amazing. I will be dreaming about you inside me all night. I love you.





Why would Quincy be sending that message to Jay? Maybe he was showing Jay a message from one of the many women he dated. But my gut wasn’t buying that explanation. So I did something I’d never done: I entered Jay’s passcode (he kept the same one for everything) to open his phone.


Though the contact info said Quincy’s Work, that was obviously a cover-up. Message after message revealed the lie that was my life. My husband was having an affair and this woman was in love.


I couldn’t contain my breath; my head seemed to be spinning. I glanced up at the top of the staircase to see my husband staring at me in shock.





Unlike a lot of men, Jay hadn’t tried to lie his way out of that situation. Oh, he’d been shocked silent for a moment, then extremely remorseful. But he’d come clean—somewhat, anyway, confessing to the affair, though he’d sworn that he didn’t know why she was saying “I love you,” because he wasn’t in love with her.


I shook away thoughts of that painful past and tried to focus on the present.


The drive to the station took about twenty minutes. Jay tried to make idle chitchat about the beautiful scenery. Had this been another time, another place, I would’ve snuggled up to him and savored every word. Instead, I ignored everything he said. I had to—it was the only way I’d be able to get through the rest of the week.


“Look,” Jay said as we pulled up to the radio station. His voice was filled with exasperation because he’d tried to talk to me the entire ride and I’d refused to engage him. “I realize things are rough between us, but we’re both professionals. Can you put aside your anger for the time being so we can do this?”


I was sick of people acting like I could just extract my pain and set it on a shelf or something.


“Whatever, Jay,” I said, waving him off.


He sighed and stepped out of his side of the vehicle. It was heartbreaking to watch our demise. Vanity Fair had dubbed us a “power couple of the new millennium.” The New York Times had written that our new book, Real Talk, was “the ultimate guide to getting your marriage back on track,” and just last month, we’d gotten an offer to take our relationship advice to reality TV.


Yet our whole life was now a lie. That thought made me cry inside.
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There’s nothing worse than a whining woman. On second thought, yes, there is: a woman whining over a worthless man. And this caller had all boxes checked. I already hadn’t wanted to do this remote show, but the foundation had billed it as one of the features for those who couldn’t attend, so it wasn’t like I had much choice.


“I just want him to love me,” the woman on the phone cried. “Why won’t he love me?”


I was in full feminist mode and wanted to reach through the phone and slap some sense into this woman. I’d seen my share of foolish women, but I would never understand why women would continue to shed tears over a no-good man. This was exactly why I did radio and not television, because I had the hardest time masking my disdain. It was also why I refused to give Jay another chance. A cheating leopard didn’t change his spots.


“Come on, sweetheart. It’s not that bad.” There went my husband’s soothing voice. He was doing what he did best—using his Barry White, I-can-seduce-any-woman-I-want voice to calm some heartbroken woman. “He’s not worth your tears.”


“But he said he loved me,” the caller whined in her thick accent. “I forgave him after the first outside child. Now this woman is having twins. What am I supposed to do?”


I shook my head. All of these callers were from the area. I guessed cheating was universal.


“Oh, give me a break.” I hadn’t even realized that I’d said that out loud until Jay bugged his eyes in my direction.


“What Dr. Shannon meant to say,” Jay quickly said, “is that only you can determine your worth. If he can’t recognize the diamond that you are, that’s his loss. You know our tagline with Love with the Lovejoys?”


“One man’s trash is another man’s treasure?” The woman sniffed.


“Yes, and a woman must know her worth, then add tax,” Jay added.


I fought back the urge to yell, “Enough, already! This hypocrite is the last person to be dishing out advice!”


It wasn’t that I was a hard-core feminist, I just thought it was useless to waste time and energy on a man who treated you like crap. And half the female callers to our syndicated radio show were in one-way relationships, with them trying desperately to get the man to “do right.”


I usually zoned out when Jay got into his “crisis comforting” mode, so I started counting down the seconds until this conference wrapped. It took me only about two minutes to calculate that it would be 604,220 seconds before this nightmare was over.


I refocused on the caller when I heard Jay say, “So you call us anytime, beautiful.”


“You can’t even see me,” the woman said, her voice soft. I could feel her smile through the phone.


“I see your spirit and there is beauty in that. I just want you to see it too,” Jay replied.


“Thank you so much, Jay.” The woman sniffed again. “You always know what to say to make a lady feel better. We are so glad you’re here and I can’t wait to meet you in person.”


“Well, make sure you come up to me and personally say hello,” Jay said.


I rolled my eyes as Jay disconnected the call and tossed to the break.


When we’d started this show, we’d joked about how empathetic Jay was with the women. But we’d quickly discovered that that was a major selling point to the show, so I’d learned to live with it. If I had only known then what I knew now.


Jay didn’t say anything to me—just busied himself on the phone until the “on-air” light came back on.


“Welcome back to all our lovely Lovejoy listeners,” Jay said. “Let’s take our last call of the evening.”


He motioned for the sound engineer to patch the call through and looked at the pop-up message on the computer screen. “I understand we have Sheryl on the line. How are you doing, Sheryl? Are you giving good love?” he said. I found myself wondering if I would ever get “good love” again.


Sheryl giggled through the phone. “I wish. Maybe if I had a man like you, I’d get some good lovin’.”


Jay glanced over at me and I didn’t bother to hide my agitation.


“Well, if I were single, I just might have to give it to you,” he joked back. “But you know, I have my lovely wife here in the studio, and I don’t think she’d go for that.”


I wanted to lean in and let Sheryl know that Jay would in fact soon be single. This was probably the bimbo he was screwing anyway. I think that was part of my torture. I didn’t know who she was, and for the past five weeks everyone—from the cleaning lady to the barista at Starbucks—had been suspect. He owed me an explanation, even if we were splitting up. You don’t throw away all these years for no reason. But I wasn’t going to beg, so we’d drifted into the world of silence where we now resided.


“Oh, no disrespect, Dr. Shannon,” Sheryl said, interrupting my thoughts. “I was just teasing Jay.”


Nicole peered at me through the studio window, and I knew she was sending me a mental note to just “shake it off.”


I plastered a smile on and leaned in. “No disrespect taken, Sheryl. A lot of women would love to get good lovin’ from my husband,” I said, my sarcasm on full throttle.


“But you’re lucky, because I can hear it in his voice: he only has eyes for you,” Sheryl replied.


Then you can’t hear, I wanted to say. Instead, I just sneered across the table, “Yeah, that’s my husband, Jay Lovejoy. I’m just so lucky to have him.”


Jay quickly jumped back in the conversation. “So tell us, Sheryl, how can the Lovejoys help you out this evening?”


Sheryl sighed and the joy left her voice. “Well, my husband has fallen out of love with me, and I need some advice on how I can get him back,” she said.


I couldn’t help but smile as I leaned back in my chair, folded my arms, and smirked. I couldn’t wait to hear Jay answer this one. Since he wouldn’t talk to me about why he’d fallen out of love (because he had to have fallen out of love in order to cheat in the first place).


Maybe I could get some insight into his mindset from his answer to Sheryl.


Jay glanced over at me as if he wanted me to answer. I raised an eyebrow to let him know the floor was all his.


“Well, ahem…” Jay cleared his throat. The way he squirmed, it was obvious he was uncomfortable. “How do you know he’s fallen out of love?”


“Let’s see, maybe it was when he became someone I didn’t know,” Sheryl continued. “Or maybe it’s because he won’t touch me. He acts like I repulse him. Or maybe it was when he moved out. Or maybe it was when he introduced my kids to his mistress.”


Oh, this just keeps getting better, I thought, shifting in the chair to get comfortable. My expression let Jay know I had no intention of joining in this conversation.


Jay ignored Nicole and the sound engineer, who were also staring like they were in the middle of a good soap opera.


“My friends say I should just let him go, but I just thought, you know, you and Dr. Shannon are always talking about how couples give up too quickly. I just want to know if it’s worth fighting for.”


Jay deliberately didn’t look my way. “Well, Sheryl, only you can answer whether your relationship is worth fighting for, but if his feelings for you have changed, there’s not much you can do about it.”


“But I think outside forces, namely that slut he’s sleeping with, are clouding his judgment,” Sheryl protested. “I know he loves me. It’s just that we were having money problems, and the stress of everything wore us both down. If I know that, I’m supposed to just let him go? I’m supposed to let her win and give her my life?” She sounded frustrated and on the verge of hysteria. “Dr. Shannon, what do you think? Don’t you want to weigh in?” Sheryl asked.


I leaned into the mic. “Nope, Jay’s handling this just fine.” I leaned back and continued to stare at my husband.


He blew a frustrated breath but continued talking. “Sheryl, all I can tell you is that you can’t make a man love you. But only you can make the call about whether what he feels for this other woman is real or just something on the side. I will tell you this: for a lot of people, when the love is gone, it’s gone. And there’s nothing you can do to get it back.”


The smirk drifted from my face. Jay’s words felt like a knife through my heart. Was it gone for him that bad? Was that why he was unfaithful? How had we gotten to this place, and how had I not seen it coming? Was I so consumed with my anger and resentment that I hadn’t noticed my husband fell out of love with me?


“So you think I should just let him go?” Sheryl sounded like her voice was cracking.


“Sadly, that’s my advice. Let him go,” Jay said softly. Our crew was shocked. Jay never advised callers to walk away without a fight.


“It doesn’t mean that he didn’t love you. It just means something has changed and he is no longer in love with you. But that just means there’s something better out there for you,” Jay added.


Sheryl inhaled. “Dr. Shannon, do you agree?” she asked, her voice quivering like that was not the advice she’d expected.


I didn’t answer, and after a few seconds of dead air (an eternity in radio), Jay leaned into the mic. “So sorry, Sheryl. I wish we could continue, but our time is up. Thank you for calling, and we wish you all the best.” He cut his eyes at me as he disconnected her call and continued talking. “As you may know, we are broadcasting live from the Virgin Islands, where we are all week for our Lovejoy Retreat. If you’re on your way, we can’t wait to see you. To all our Lovejoy listeners, enjoy the last of our best-of shows, and we’ll be back on your radio dials soon.” He paused and our eyes met. “Until then… keep some joy in your love and a light in your life.”


Normally, this would have been where I leaned in and, with the ease of a seasoned professional, delivered our closing line: “Thank you for getting love on the line. Until next time, make sure you live, laugh, and love.”


But since I hadn’t laughed in months, my love was destroyed, and my life ruined, all I could do was remain silent.


The sound engineer must’ve known I had zoned out, because he potted up the theme music and Jay and I both simultaneously removed our headphones.


“Just once, can you try being a little sympathetic to our callers?” He tossed his headphones down on the desk in disgust.


It was amazing how he always found something to get irritated with me about. Even before I’d asked for a divorce, he’d always been irritated—probably his way of trying to cover up his affair. The microphone was off, so pretending time was over.


“That’s your job, Mr. I-Always-Know-How-to-Make-a-Woman-Feel-Better,” I said, finally finding the voice that had escaped me. I should’ve known that a fight would ensue after that last caller. For the past few months, a fight had always been ensuing whenever we were around each other.


Jay just stared at me. “When did you turn into a bitter old woman?” he asked.


My left eyebrow shot up. “Old?” I’d give him a pass on the “bitter,” since he knew there was a basis for my bitterness, but I was barely thirty-eight, so I wasn’t about to let the “old” comment slide.


I stood, tossing my scripts into the trash can. “Maybe I’m just sick and tired of watching you flirt with these damn women right under my nose,” I snapped. “Maybe that caller is the whore you’re screwing.”


Jay sighed, then shook his head as he stood as well and gathered up his papers. “I’m not doing this with you.”


I didn’t know why he would even try to pick that fight with me. He knew I would never change my mind about sniveling, despondent women. Six months into our radio show, I’d wanted to bail for that very reason. I preferred private practice because with the caliber of clients I had, they might have had issues, but they weren’t whiny women. Maybe I’d go back into private practice now that my life had done a 180. I could still write my own books and maybe even do the speaking circuit.


Before I could reply, the door to the studio swung open. “Sorry I missed the show close,” Nicole said as she walked into the studio. “I had to do something with the conference coordinator.” She stopped when she felt the tension in the room. She looked at Jay and then at me. Then she shook her head. “Good grief. How did you two get into a fight that fast?” she asked. “We’ve only been off the air a few minutes.”


“It’s nothing,” Jay said.


I sighed and flicked my hand. “Same story. Different day.”


“Yep. The story of our life,” Jay muttered, glaring at me.


“Look, I’d love to moderate this argument/discussion/nothing, again, but we don’t have time,” Nicole said, motioning toward the clock. “You have to get over to the bookstore. That pesky publicist has already called here twice trying to make sure you were on your way. The signing is in thirty minutes.”


“Fine.” Jay headed toward the door.


“Can you guys just please play nice?” Nicole asked as he passed her.


The two of us exchanged glances, though neither bothered to answer. We both knew playing nice would be a whole lot easier said than done.










four



The sounds of Anita Baker filled the black SUV as Jay and I rode to the bookstore. The last thing I felt like doing was going to a book signing and faking the funk like all was perfect in my world. Or even worse, having people looking at me with pity. Though the media hadn’t gotten wind of the affair, there’d been some rumblings after some obscure gossip site posted a line item about there being “trouble in paradise for the Lovejoys.” I knew it was just a matter of time.


I glanced over at my soon-to-be ex and instantly cursed the fluttering in my heart. After all this time, after all this pain, that man could still ignite a flame in my soul. But I guess that was understandable. The moment we’d met, our connection had been instant. I leaned back on the headrest as my mind traveled back to that day.





“Hey, here’s a novel idea, why don’t you stop reading the book and participate? This is for charity, you know.”


I rolled my eyes at my best friend and dropped the stack of papers back in my briefcase.


“When my editor cancels my book deal because I missed my deadline, I’m coming to live with you,” I said.


Nicole huffed as she ran her fingers through her natural tresses. “You work on that manuscript nonstop. Taking a few hours off won’t kill you. You ought to be tired of writing that clinical stuff anyway.”


“It’s not clinical. It’s self-help.” This was my second published work with the American Psychiatric Association. The first had been on mental health. For my field, my first book had done exceptionally well. This one was on the complexities of relationships. Between my practice and what I’d inherited from my absent father upon his death, I was pretty well off financially.


“Whatever, I need some steamy, hot love scenes,” Nicole replied. “But seeing as how you haven’t had any steamy, hot sex in a year, you probably don’t even know how to write those.” She slid a glass toward me across the high-top bar table. “Drink, and let’s have fun. You have got to do better.”
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