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To the good men of the world . . .
You know who you are . . .


A Note from the Author

I am so blessed to have enjoyed a wonderful career writing faith-based fiction. But as a writer who is always trying to further develop her craft, I wanted to spread my wings. I wanted to try something I’d never done before, and since I love suspense with a dash of romance, I decided that was where my wings should take me next. And since I love to travel (but seldom get to do so), I also thought: What better way to combine all the things I love than to write the book you now have in your hands.

When I began to explore what topic I would focus on, I immediately thought of the adage “write what you know.” I happen to know what being a tabloid reporter is like. Yes, I was one. I was the paparazzi (shhh, don’t tell anyone). I won’t say which tabloid I worked for, but let’s just say it was an eye-opening experience. The job was challenging, sometimes fun, but at the end of the day, it was not for me (not to mention the fact that my mom was so embarrassed by where I worked that she told people I worked for a top-secret government agency). So, I moved on, back to mainstream journalism. But I’m happy to revisit that tabloid world with the characters in this book.

If you’re one of my regular readers, I hope you’ll give this book a chance. If you’re a new reader, welcome to my world. I hope you enjoy the ride.

Of course, before I go, I have to take a moment to say thank you to those who helped make this book happen.

As usual, my first ounce of gratitude is for God, who gave me the talent to tell tales. To my wonderful, patient, understanding family, I can’t thank you enough for bearing with me as I ventured into new territory.

To my sister-friends, whether I talk to you every day or once every other month, I take comfort in knowing you are there for me.

Of course, many, many thanks to the people who make up my literary life—my agent, Sara Camilli; my assistant, Tasha Martin; my editor, Brigitte Smith; my other editor, John Paine; my publicist, Melissa Gramstad; my publisher, Louise Burke; and everyone else at Simon & Schuster/Gallery Books, thank you for everything!

To my writer friends . . . those hanging on and those struggling to survive . . . keep writing! No matter how many iPads, iPhones, BlackBerrys, Kindles, e-readers, et cetera, dominate our lives, the world will always be in need of a good book.

To all the bookstores, book clubs, libraries, and online communities that have supported my work, I hope you’ll do the same with this book.

Until the next book. . . . Enjoy!

Much love,

ReShonda


A
GOOD MAN
Is Hard to
FIND
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Your days are numbered . . .

The slightly wrinkled paper trembled in her hand. The words were written in big, bold stencil letters. Normally, Ava Cole blew off such threats. After all, as an investigative reporter who had built a solid reputation for bringing down corrupt politicians and businessmen, she had no shortage of people who would like to see her head on a platter. Usually, though, they were just harmless disgruntled people who understood that at the end of the day, she was simply doing her job. But this was the fourth message she’d received in the past two weeks.

Your days are numbered . . .

“Excuse me, are you all right?”

Ava jumped when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She spun around to see a tall, muscular man standing over her. He had light brown eyes and wore his dark hair cut low and neatly trimmed. He looked ruggedly handsome in a pair of jeans and a New York Knicks jersey.

“What did you say?” Ava said.

“I said, are you all right?” he repeated with a look of genuine concern.

Ava shook herself out of her daze. She recognized the man from somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where. Was he the letter-writing type?

“Yeah, I’m . . . I’m fine,” she stammered, instinctively pulling the paper close to her. A homeless man had walked up to her as she returned from her lunch break, thrust the letter in her hand, then darted off.

“You don’t look fine,” he replied.

“Well, I am,” she snapped as she quickly stuffed the note down into her purse, out of sight.

The man took a step back, raising his hands in innocence. “Whoa, I didn’t mean to get you upset. It’s just that you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“No, I’m fine,” Ava said. In fact, she was quite rattled, but she didn’t need to share her fears with someone she didn’t know.

“Well, I didn’t mean to pry into your affairs. I was just walking by and noticed the distressed look on your face.”

Ava hadn’t even realized she was standing on the sidewalk in front of her office building, looking petrified. “Well, I’m fine, okay?” She didn’t bother hiding her aggravation.

He was looking at her like she had escaped from a mental hospital. “Okay, you’re fine.” He sighed. “Maybe I should start over. I’m Clifton Edwards, but my friends call me Cliff.” He extended his hand.

Ava didn’t bother taking it. “Thank you for your concern, Clifton.” She shifted her purse to her other shoulder. “But you can go spy on someone else.”

Ava wasn’t normally a rude person, but this letter had her nerves on edge. Each one she’d received talked about her dying. In the past she’d gotten letters telling her to go to hell, or calling her every name under the sun. She’d even had a couple wishing her ill will, but nothing ever like this.

“Ava, isn’t it?” he said as she brushed past him.

She sighed, wishing he would just go away. “Yes, it’s Ava.” She turned back to face him. He seemed perfectly nice. There really was no need to be nasty to him. “Ava Cole,” she said, smiling.

“I work there,” he said, pointing to the tall glass edifice next to her office building. They were connected by a glass skyway, but she seldom ventured over to that side. “At the National Star,” he continued.

Ava couldn’t stop a disgusted look from crossing her face.

He smiled like he was used to that reaction. “Well, it’s obvious you’re fine. I just wanted to make sure.” He backed away. “You have a good day,” he added as he walked off.

Ava debated stopping him just to apologize for her behavior, but she needed to get going. She was late for a very important meeting with her boss. I’ll apologize to him some other time, she thought as she hurried inside the building. Her boss had sent her a text saying she needed to come see him as soon as she got back from her lunch break. She’d run over to a shoe sale at Saks with her girlfriend, and even though she hadn’t bought anything, it had taken a lot longer than she’d expected.

Ava made up her mind that she would turn this letter over to the police. She hadn’t reported the others, but her gut was telling her it was time. Four was getting to be excessive.

Ava dropped her purse off at her desk, grabbed a cup of coffee, and headed to her boss’s office. She took a seat in front of Sebastian Mourning’s desk. “So, what’s so urgent?”

Two minutes later, her mouth was hanging wide open.

“Tell me that this is some cruel, cruel joke,” she muttered as she tried to process what Sebastian had just said.

He didn’t crack a smile.

“Sorry, Ava, you know I like you. You’re a damn good journalist, but it’s either this or move you to doing the obituaries for the New York News,” he said.

Ava stared at him in disbelief. “You want me to go work for a tabloid magazine? You want me to join the paparazzi?” She’d worked at the esteemed Newswire magazine for five years, and Sebastian actually expected her to go work for their sister publication, the tabloid magazine the National Star? Her thoughts flashed to Clifton—Cliff, she reminded herself.

“Don’t say it like that,” Sebastian quipped. “You’re still a reporter.”

“You can try to sugarcoat it all you want, but I’d be a tabloid reporter! I graduated from the Columbia School of Journalism and you want me to chase after celebrities?” she asked incredulously.

“I’m well aware of your credentials, Ava,” Sebastian said, rubbing his temples. “But I’m not left with much choice. They’re shutting down the investigative division here, so that means we are all being forced out. All of the media outlets are cutting out their investigative divisions, so the chances of you finding something else is slim to none.” He sighed heavily. “Now, I’m taking the retirement package. It’s time for me to get out of the game. No one cares about serious journalism anymore.” He held up a folder. “These are all the folks that I have to let go altogether. At least we were able to find a spot to move you to.” He dropped the folder onto his cluttered desk. “You can take the contract home and review it,” he said, sliding a legal-size piece of paper toward her. “Take it or leave it.”

Ava no doubt wanted to leave it. But then she thought about the seven-hundred-dollar-a-month note on her Lexus (even though she seldom drove it, she loved having her own car), the twenty-nine-hundred-dollar-a-month mortgage payment on her brownstone, and the countless other bills she’d stacked up since moving to New York five years ago. She knew she didn’t have a choice—she had to take it.

“Don’t look like that,” Sebastian said, trying to sound comforting, although he wasn’t succeeding. He released a sigh and slid another folder her way. “Your first gig is a doozy.”

Ava groaned as she accepted the folder. “What, Elvis returned from the dead and got Michelle Obama pregnant? Oh wait, Martians have invaded the White House?”

“Joke all you want, this is your career now,” he said matter-of-factly.

Ava rolled her eyes as she flipped the folder open. “India Wright?” She frowned as she stared at the eight-by-ten glossy of the country’s hottest pop star. She was bigger than Beyoncé, had sold more records than Celine Dion, and was now blowing up the big screen as well as the charts. “Who is this?” Ava held up a picture of a model-handsome man that had been nestled behind India’s picture. He gave new meaning to the term “tall, dark, and gorgeous.”

Sebastian stood and started gathering things off his desk. “That’s Fredericko de la Cruz, India’s soon-to-be husband. Look, I’m cleaning out my office, then I’m going to get drunk with some old colleagues so we can remember the way things used to be back when we still pounded out the news on typewriters. Your new editor, Eli Lacy, will fill you in on all the details tomorrow. They just wanted me to get you started.”

“Started on what?”

“Your assignment. India is getting married next week and you’re all over it.”

She jumped from her seat. “A wedding? You want me to cover a wedding?” He had to be kidding her. She’d won an Emmy for her exposé on a toxic waste plant. She’d been interviewed on CNN, MSNBC, and Fox for her coverage of the 2008 presidential election, and these people expected her to cover a wedding?

“I don’t want you to do anything. Your new bosses do. And judging by the garbage”—he stopped himself—“umm, I mean, the stuff they put in that magazine, they want much more than a simple ‘here comes the bride’ story. They want some dirt. Something that will have the magazine flying off the shelves.”

“And why do they think I’m the person to do it?”

He smiled for the first time since she’d stepped into his office. “You didn’t win those Emmys for investigative journalism for nothing.”

“What about my assignment today? I’m about to blow the whistle on that corrupt New Jersey banker. I meet with my contact over there this evening.”

Sebastian shook his head. “Unless that contact can give you some insight into India’s wedding, cancel it. As of today, there’s no more investigate unit at Newswire magazine.”

“But, Sebastian—”

He held up his hand to cut her off. “I feel your pain. I really do. But it’s not my problem anymore.” He looked at his watch. “As of four minutes and thirty-nine seconds ago, I am no longer employed by Rhodes News Corporation.” He tossed a picture frame into a box. “Oh, screw it. I’ll come back tomorrow and finish this. I need a drink.” He looked at her sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Ava, but the ride is over.” He paused, and a hint of his usual newsman’s curiosity showed in his expression. “I will tell you this. India is hot, but she’s hiding something. And they want you to find out what that is.”

“But—”

“But, I suggest you do it. If anyone can dig it up, you can. You’ll do it if you want to keep your job—your six-figure job—and I don’t need to remind you that six-figure jobs are very hard to come by these days.”

With that, Sebastian Mourning slung his coat over his shoulder and walked out of the office.
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This had been the day from hell. After everything at work, as soon as she stepped off the subway, it started pouring, messing up her two-hundred-and-forty-dollar hairstyle. Ava was so disgusted that all she wanted to do was get home, collapse on the sofa, and have her fiancé, Phillip, massage her feet.

Ava unlocked her front door, then stood in the doorway of their small Harlem brownstone, watching Phillip. She wondered how long it would take before he even noticed her. What she wouldn’t give to just fall into his arms and have him tell her everything was going to be all right. Yet they were long past that stage. After Ava had told Phillip about her first two threatening letters, he’d replied by telling her, “You shouldn’t go around pissing people off.” So much for comfort.

At one time, Phillip had been the love of Ava’s life. They’d met at a coffee shop three weeks after she’d moved to New York City and had immediately hit it off. That was five years ago. Now Ava’s relationship with Phillip was contemptuous at best. All they did lately was fight. Probably because she was tired of being his fiancée. Ava wanted to be his wife.

That was a fight she was tired of having as well. She shouldn’t have to beg any man to marry her, and that’s the point they had reached, which was ironic because he was the one who’d proposed two and a half years ago. Ava would’ve never said yes if she had known her engagement would be indefinite. Every time she tried to get him to pin down a date, though, he gave her some lame excuse about the timing not being right. They’d had so many arguments about it that she didn’t even bring it up anymore.

Phillip finally sensed her presence because he looked up from his seat on the sofa—a seat that Ava thought he had to be glued to since he never moved from it. His job had gone to a virtual office and cut back his hours. So when he did work, as a systems engineer, he occupied that very spot on the sofa. And when he wasn’t working, he was watching TV.

“Why are you standing there in the door like that?” he asked, annoyed.

Ava shut the door and walked in. “Well, hello to you, too,” she snapped as she dropped her purse and briefcase on the end table.

“What has your panties in a bunch?” Ava couldn’t help but note that he picked up the remote and paused the DVR. She shook her head. Heaven forbid he should miss one second of CSI.

“I’ve just had a really bad and really long day.” She released a heavy sigh as she plopped down on the sofa next to him. He instinctively moved his laptop out of the way as his eyes remained glued to the TV like he really wanted to get back to his show.

“Ummm, well, why don’t you go take a long, relaxing bath, then come tell me all about it?” he said.

Ava stared at him in disbelief. She had no doubt that he was dead serious. He was always pushing her away, and she knew how this would play out. When she did come back, he’d act like he was asleep or would be totally engrossed in something else and would blow her off. “You know, just once I’d like to be a priority in your life,” she said.

Phillip rolled his eyes. “Oh, here we go with this again.” He unpaused the TV. “Since I know how this argument is going to turn out, why don’t we skip it altogether? You go relax and take your bath. I’ll order some Chinese food, then we can sit and talk.”

Like that’s going to happen, she thought. Ava couldn’t remember the last time they’d just sat and talked. He’d moved in with her a year ago, right after they’d downsized his company. Their relationship had been going downhill ever since. But he had to get over his lackadaisical attitude just this once. She needed him to be there for her as she tried to figure out what to do next.

“Look,” Ava began, “have you heard anything from your company about when or if they’re going to bring you back full-time?”

He didn’t bother looking her way. “No. Why?”

His lack of attention was driving her crazy. “Because my company shut down my division today!”

That caught his attention. He turned and stared at her. “What?”

“They closed down the investigative unit of the magazine.” Ava was about to tell him the “but” part—that they were moving her to another magazine—but the expression on his face stopped her in her tracks. It wasn’t one of concern over her well-being. He looked worried that he would have to go back to work full-time.

“What are you going to do?” he asked.

“Well, I was hoping that we could figure something out. Maybe you could support us for a change, while I try to find another job.” She hadn’t meant for that to come out like an accusation, but she was too tired to be polite.

“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, offended, standing up.

Since she’d opened the door, she might as well walk through it. “It means it’s been a year since you’ve been downsized and you’ve made no effort to find another job,” she said, standing up to face him. “In the beginning, you used to help me with the bills. You don’t even try anymore.”

“So, you’re saying I’m trifling?”

She folded her arms defiantly. “You said it. I didn’t.”

His eyes blazed with anger as they faced off. After a few moments he said, “I’m out of here. I don’t have to take this.”

She didn’t try to stop him as he stormed out of the apartment. She wasn’t too worried. He’d be back. He didn’t have anyplace else to go.

As Ava made her way upstairs, she reflected on her relationship with Phillip. They hadn’t always been so . . . she couldn’t find the right words to describe what their relationship had morphed into. To be honest, it reminded her of her grandparents’. They’d been married forty years, and while she knew they loved each other, they merely coexisted. They watched separate TV shows, ate dinner separately, and literally came together only on Sunday mornings for church. That was definitely not a life she wanted for herself.

In her bedroom, Ava began removing her work clothes. She changed into a comfortable pair of lounging pants and a tank top, pulled her wet hair back into a ponytail, then stretched out across her bed. She pulled the legal-size piece of paper out of her leather briefcase and stared at it. It seemed to be taunting her, saying: “Either sign me or return back to your funky old hometown.”

No, going back to Dermott, Arkansas, isn’t an option. She had another year left on her student loans. She had almost paid off those credit cards that had had a choke hold on her since her junior year of college. Not to mention the money she sent home every month to her grandparents and the fact that she was all but supporting her younger sister, Mia, who had just graduated college and was living in Los Angeles, trying to break into the entertainment business as a personal assistant, a pursuit that made no sense to Ava. Who went to college to become a personal assistant?

Ava shook away those thoughts. She couldn’t get sidetracked thinking about her flighty sister. The bottom line remained: Ava couldn’t walk away from the money the scandal rag was offering. She had three writer friends who’d been looking for work for the last nine months. The recession had taken its toll on journalists and freelance writers, not to mention that print magazines were doing a swan dive in general. Ava didn’t want to join their ranks. And she didn’t have to. All she had to do was sign on the dotted line.

Her cell phone rang before she could pick up the pen. Ava sighed when she saw her sister’s number. She pressed the Talk button. “Hello, Mia.”

“Sissy!” Mia said in her perpetually bubbly voice. Ava could envision her sister heading down Rodeo Drive, wearing oversize sunglasses, a high-dollar outfit, and to-die-for shoes, her fabulous hair blowing in the wind. All an act, carefully crafted, Mia said, to show some star that she looked important enough to bring on her team.

“What’s going on?” Ava asked.

“Jimmy,” Mia sang.

“Jimmy? What does that mean?”

“Jimmy Choos are going on sale tomorrow morning at nine A.M., and I have to have these cute little gold pumps I’ve been eyeing. So I was hoping my big sissy could help me out.”

Ava closed her eyes and sighed. “Mia, I am not sending you money for Jimmy Choos. I don’t even own a pair of Jimmy Choos.”

“Not my fault,” she chirped brightly. “I’m trying to get you some style, but you refuse to listen to me.”

“Mia, I can’t do this with you right now. I’m going through some things.” A tired note entered her voice. “I just paid your rent, just gave you an allowance. I am not about to give you money for shoes.”

Ava had to admit, though, her sister was a bargain hunter. She had a knack for buying designer stuff at unbelievably low prices and dressed like a million bucks. Still, Ava wasn’t going to keep supporting her sister’s shopping habit.

“I told you I’m paying your money back with my first check.”

“How’s that going?” Ava asked, changing the subject. Mia had just started working for a studio executive as his personal assistant, or as she preferred to call it, “his concierge.”

“It’s okay,” she whined. “Right now he just has me doing a bunch of menial stuff—running his errands, buying his wife gifts. That’s what I’m doing now. I’m in the Hermès store buying her a forty-five-thousand-dollar bag.” She sounded tickled by the price. “Can you believe that?”

“Mia, I’m gonna have to call you back.”

“What’s wrong?” she said, her tone shifting. “You sound down.”

Ava let out a long, exasperated sigh. “They’re closing my division at the magazine.”

“What?” Mia screeched.

At least someone cares, Ava thought. “But the good news is, I’m one of the ones they plan on keeping—if I’m willing to move to another position.”

“They offered you another position?” Mia said, her voice perking back up. “Well, if that’s the case, then it doesn’t sound to me like there’s any bad news.” She paused. “As long as it’s not in Podunk, Idaho, you’re cool.”

“Mia, it’s for the National Star.”

Her sister was totally impressed. “The tabloid rag?”

“Yeah, the tabloid rag.”

“Wow, that is so cool.” Leave it to her sister, Ava thought darkly, to think chasing after celebrities was cool. “But you know, I can’t see you as a tabloid reporter.”

“I know. Me either,” Ava said.

Mia paused. Ava had told her many times how much integrity in her job meant to her. “Oh well, you’ll make it work.” Her eternal optimism was kicking back into gear.

“Is that all you have to say?” Ava stared at her degree hanging on the wall. Was this what she went to college for? To chase celebrities and dig up dirt?

“Okay, let’s see. What is unemployment paying these days? About four hundred bucks a week, if that? Trust me, I know. Hard choice, though. I can see why you’d have to think about it,” Mia sarcastically replied.

“Very funny. Why did I think you would be a voice of reason?”

“I am, dear sister. I think there’s no reason you should even think of turning this job down.”

“Grandma will say I’m selling my soul to the devil,” Ava moaned.

“Grandma also says if you cross your eyes, they’ll get stuck that way. Give me a break. Girl, you’d better take that job. That stimulus package isn’t helping the little people, so folks are still struggling. Besides, how am I supposed to get my Jimmy Choos if you’re not working?” she joked.

“You’re not getting Jimmy Choos,” Ava said. “I—”

“Oh, my God! That’s Jada Pinkett Smith!” Mia said, cutting her off. “I gotta go. Everything’s gonna work out. Love you. I’ll call you back.”

As Ava hung up the phone, she couldn’t help but smile. Her spoiled little sister worked her nerves, but she always made her feel so much better. Ava knew she had to keep her job not just for herself but for Mia as well. It had been just the two of them against the world for a long time. Their parents and younger brother had died twelve years ago in a car crash. She and Mia had lived with their grandparents since then. But her grandparents were old and Ava had pretty much taken on the maternal role, caring for her little sister. She couldn’t stop now.

Ava picked up the contract and grabbed a pen out of her nightstand drawer. She took a deep breath and signed her name. She could only hope this wasn’t a decision she would live to regret.
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The contract was signed, sealed, and tucked away in Ava’s briefcase. The agreement was pretty standard, so she wouldn’t bother having an attorney review it. Ava would still immediately begin looking for another job. The contract had an “out” clause that allowed her to leave, provided she didn’t go work for a competing publication. And since she had no desire to jump to another tabloid rag, that was something she didn’t have to worry about.

Ava glanced over at the clock. It was almost ten and Phillip hadn’t returned home. She told herself that when he did, she’d apologize. She had been a little harsh, and she would point out how stressful her day had been.

It was nearly eleven when she heard the door open. She debated going down to greet him, but since she was already in bed, reading, she decided to wait until he came up. Five minutes later, he walked into their bedroom. Ava greeted him with a smile, which quickly disappeared when she saw what was in his hands.

“What are you doing with your suitcases?”

He stared at her, set the luggage on the bed, then walked over to his closet. Ava threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. “Phillip, what’s going on?”

He didn’t answer as he began putting clothes into his suitcase.

“Are you going somewhere?”

He let out a long sigh, like she was irritating him. “I can’t take this, Ava,” he finally said. “I’m leaving.”

“You can’t take what?” she asked, dumbfounded. “And what do you mean, you’re leaving?”

He gave her a look of pity. “Ava, who are we kidding? Neither one of us has been happy for a very long time.”

“I wonder why.” She folded her arms across her chest. She didn’t know where all of this was coming from, and Phillip wasn’t going anywhere until she got some answers. He was right, she’d been unhappy for a long time, but she hadn’t walked out on him. “Is this because I lost my job?” she asked incredulously. That couldn’t be it. As much as he had mooched off her, he couldn’t be walking out because he thought she’d lost her job.

“This isn’t about your job,” he said, turning to face her. “It’s about you making it seem like I was living off you . . .”

She was about to apologize for saying that when he added, “And it’s about me being miserable with you.”

Miserable? He was miserable? She was the one who came home from a hard day’s work every day. She was the one receiving harassing letters, and she was the one who stayed horny because he was never “in the mood,” and he was miserable?

“You have got to be kidding me.”

His voice softened. “I’m sorry, Ava. I just can’t do it anymore. It . . . it’s just that lately . . . I’m discovering some things about myself.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Come again?” Was he about to tell her he was gay?

“I’m just having some revelations.”

“Are you gay?” she bluntly asked.

His mouth opened in shock. “Gay? What? Are you crazy? No, I’m not gay. I just want more than you can give me. Why do you think I haven’t married you yet?”
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Halfway around the world, she found a sexy affair spiced with danger. . . .
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