Chapter One

Jess always woke a second before she could complete the castration. Curses, foiled again.

She blinked at the red numbers projected onto her ceiling by the clock on her night stand—4:23 a.m. Plenty of time to go back to sleep and finish the job, but she knew it was useless. She’d only end up dreaming about giving birth to a canned ham or grocery shopping in her pajamas, and Lee’s manhood would escape the knife again.

She snuggled against the body pillow occupying his place beside her in bed and got an indignant rowl from the Siamese cat curled up there. Jess smiled at the thought of what Lee would say about letting Ming sleep with her. Maybe she’d tell him he’d been replaced by his feline nemesis when she saw him at the meeting later that morning.

She fell asleep reminding herself of how much better off she was without her two-timing, cat-hating, conceited jerk of a husband, and she dreamed he made love to her on the conference table at work, castration the furthest thing from her mind.

God, she hated him.

Five hours later, she sat across from Lee in the conference room at the Espanola Times and tried to focus on Thad Crandall’s weekly lecture about deadlines. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought Lee knew what she’d dreamed about him from the way he kept nudging her with his foot under the table and flashing that damn blond-Adonis smile at her.

She tried to suppress the dream images of his face over hers, but every time she looked at him, her mind became a private movie screen featuring the world premiere of Position: Impossible. Shackled as she was with a redhead’s proclivity for blushing, she knew he noticed her agitation and probably thought it was from simply being near him.

As soon as the meeting adjourned, she fled down the hall toward the copyediting room, but Lee waylaid her just before she reached her desk.

“Wait, Jess. Did you get my message about coming over Friday? We need to talk.”

She took a step back and tried to walk around him. “Talk to my lawyer. I don’t have anything to say to you.”

He held on to her arm. “We both know you don’t hate me, so quit trying to act like you do.”

She smiled, but her eyes were an angry green. “As I’ve pointed out to you countless times in your copy, it’s act as if you do. And you lost all claim to giving me orders when you decided to trade your marriage for a night in Silicone Heaven. Remember?” She freed her arm and pushed past him to sit at her desk.

He leaned over and lowered his voice. “You can’t divorce me over one night of drunken stupidity.”

“Just watch me. And the stupidity is chronic.”

“Damn it, Jess. How many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”

“Nine trillion, seven hundred fifty-three billion—”

“Stop it. I’m trying to fix things and you’re making jokes.”

She smiled again. “No, I’m completely serious. Your inability to distinguish between humor and sincerity is another reason I’m divorcing you. Now go away. I have work to do.”

“Okay, fine.” He moved her stapler to the middle of her desk, turned her calendar to the wrong day and shook several paper clips onto her blotter from the magnetic holder. “Here’s a few things to keep you busy in case you run out of stuff to nitpick in my articles.” He tweaked her chin and winked before walking away.

Jess glared at his infuriatingly broad shoulders and struggled to leave the items askew until he was gone. He paused in the doorway and turned to smile at her.

“Go ahead and put them back. I know it’s killing you.”

She held up four fingers. “Can you read through camouflage, Lee?”

He laughed and winked again. “See you Friday at seven.”

Jess looked around the room to see how much attention they’d attracted. Most of her coworkers were doing their best to look as if they hadn’t seen or heard anything, but her best friend Deb Landry was practically hurdling the desks between them, her long blonde curls bouncing in testimony to her agitation.

“What happens Friday at seven?” Deb demanded. “Don’t you dare let that lying dog charm you into taking him back!”

Jess sighed as she restored order to her desk. “I have no intention of taking him back, but he’s right. We have things to discuss.”

“Like what?” Deb swiped a chair from a neighboring desk and pulled it beside Jess. “You mean alimony?”

“No, I don’t want any money from him, but we have some joint property.”

Deb looked skeptical. “He didn’t act like he had property division in mind. I wouldn’t trust him, Jess.”

“Don’t worry, his lame attempts at flirting only remind me of how many women he’s probably been practicing on behind my back. I’m immune to him.” Maybe if she kept saying it, it would eventually be true.

“Good, because you deserve much better than Lee Cassady, even if he is drop-dead gorgeous.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “Thanks, Deb. You’re a big help.”

Just before lunchtime, a bouquet of carnations arrived for Jess with a note from Lee that read: I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. How many does that leave? Jess gave the flowers to Clara, their septuagenarian food page editor, and told her she must have a secret admirer in the sports department. When Clara said she hoped it was the hunky blond with the cute butt, Jess told her not to get her hopes up, because she’d heard that one was gay.

“He couldn’t even spring for roses?” Deb said while they ate calzones for lunch at Guido’s. “Lousy cheapskate.”

Jess stirred her iced tea with the straw. “Carnations are my favorite. I’m surprised he remembered.”

Deb’s eyes narrowed as she wiped marinara sauce from her mouth with her napkin. “You’re really starting to worry me with all these wistful looks and lack of malice when you talk about him. Must I remind you what a scumbag he is?”

“Of course not. He’s maggot phlegm as far as I’m concerned. You know that.”

“I thought I did, but now I’m not so sure.” Deb pushed a recalcitrant curl behind her ear. “And it’s not as if you don’t have a history of forgiving him for his many faults.”

Jess gave up trying to eat and pushed away her plate. “Yeah, well, sleeping with a bimbo at a sportswriters’ convention is a bit more serious than putting the empty milk carton back in the refrigerator or leaving the toilet seat up. I won’t be forgiving him this time.”

“Great,” Deb said. “Because I can’t wait for Thad to find out his Hearst Journalism Award winner couldn’t write his way out of an essay contest without your help.”

Jess’s hand toyed with the hair at her temple. “That’s not true. Lee’s good at the kind of writing he does. I just make it printable.”

“See what I mean?” Deb threw down her napkin. “After everything the scuzzball has done, you still take up for him. And leave your hair alone.”

Jess tucked her hand under her thigh. “Don’t nag, Deb. About Lee or anything else. I have everything under control.”

Deb sighed heavily enough for it to be a statement. “I’ll believe that when you don’t come to work next Monday wearing your wedding ring again and missing half your hair.” When Jess turned away, Deb sighed again. “The prescription you got for stress isn’t working?”

Jess kept her gaze on the sidewalk outside the window. “I hate the way it made me feel—or not feel, to be more accurate. Like being injected with emotional Novocain.”

“A lower dose maybe?”

Jess shook her head. “It didn’t help anyway, and I decided I don’t need drugs to help me deal with stress. I’m an intelligent woman with enough self-control to handle it on my own.”

Deb took Jess’s hand down from her hair and squeezed it. “Some things you can’t control by yourself, sweetie. Don’t be ashamed to ask for help from wherever you need it.”

When they returned to the office, Jess found a new e-mail message from Lee in her Inbox. She deleted it unread but broke down a few minutes later and read it in the trash folder: I’m sorry written continuously for an entire page. She sent him a copy of an employee memo about company e-mail being for business correspondence only, and he replied immediately with a blank message embedded with a .WAV file of Stevie Wonder singing “I Just Called to Say I Love You.”

When Jess got home at six, Ming met her at the door as usual. 

“How’s my pretty girl?” Jess said as she picked her up for an affectionate scratch under the chin. “Hey, I brought you a surprise.”

Ming purred in response while Jess carried her to the kitchen and opened a can of shrimp for the appreciative cat. With a snicker, she decided this was something else she’d have to make sure Lee heard about. Maybe she’d even let Ming eat shrimp in her lap when Lee came over Friday to discuss the divorce.

Her stomach did its usual acrobatics at the thought of being alone with him for the first time since she’d thrown him out after his hotel room phone was answered in the middle of the night by a woman’s sleepy voice. Grateful for the fury that resurfaced at the memory, Jess assured herself that she hated him enough to continue ignoring his pathetic attempts at reconciliation. 

Unless he showed up Friday wearing that damn blue shirt he knew she loved.

With a disgusted sigh over her weakness for the jerk, she put a French bread pizza in the microwave before going into the bedroom to change into her favorite slouch attire: an old T-shirt and flannel lounge pants decorated with frolicking cats. She paused to look in the mirror and pulled out a couple of errant hairs curling in different directions from their auburn buddies nearby, examining them to confirm that they were coarser than they should be before she dropped them into the wastebasket.

See, she had a handle on this hair-pulling thing. She only pulled odd strands that interfered with the symmetry of her hairstyle, and she only pulled one or two at the most. Considering her overabundance of hair, there was nothing wrong with that.

Halfway through watching the movie she’d rented, she realized her hand had been in her hair for so long that her arm was aching. And when she looked with horror at the thirty or so strands on the carpet beside her, it became painfully obvious that she wasn’t controlling anything.

