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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      In the last few years, many of you have asked if there will be updates on the “Jenkins girls”. Well, I listened. Here’s your chance to catch up with Toni, Jada, Christina, Martina, and Peyton, as well as the loves of their lives. Of course, Gram and Grampa make appearances, and as usual, they are armed with life advice for their granddaughters.

      

      For those of you who are new to the Jenkins family series, A LOVE SO STRONG can be read as a standalone. However, you might enjoy it even more if you read the first five books in the series.

      

      Still the Best Woman for the Job (Toni & Craig)

      All You’ll Ever Need (Jada & Zack)

      Tempting the Artist (Christina & Luke)

      Negotiating for Love (Martina & Paul)

      Seducing the Boss Lady (Peyton & Michael)

      

      Enjoy!

      

      Love, Sharon

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Story

          

        

      

    

    
      The Jenkins women are married and back with more love, more laughs, and of course more drama.

      

      They’ve been tasked with planning the ultimate family reunion, but their lives are a little chaotic at the moment.

      

      Toni & Craig: Craig is crazy in love with Toni. But can their marriage withstand her obsession to have more kids?

      

      Jada & Zack: Fashion designer, Jada, is enjoying her new career, but nothing compares to the love she has for Zack. All is well in their marriage until another woman comes on the scene. This person will soon learn that Jada doesn’t share, especially when it comes to her husband.

      

      Christina & Luke: They’re having a baby! Christina, the world-famous artist, and Luke, one of the top defense attorneys in the country, are living their best lives. But all isn’t as it seems, and Luke’s overprotectiveness isn’t helping. Is he just nervous about becoming a father, or is there another reason why he doesn’t want to let Christina out of his sight?

      

      Martina & Paul: Martina’s big mouth has gotten her into plenty of jams. Yet, Paul’s love for her has never wavered…until now. She’s gone too far. He’s had enough. Will he leave her for good? Or can she fix her marriage and hold on to the only man she’s ever loved?

      

      Peyton & Michael: Married to the world’s greatest husband, Peyton never knew she could be so happy. But when one of Michael’s private investigative cases takes a turn for the worse, his number one priority is protecting his family. Even if it means pushing Peyton away.

      

      Will these couples buckle under the challenges of marriage while planning the much-anticipated Jenkins family reunion? Or is the love they share strong enough to keep their marriages together?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “How do you feel about having sex in a supply closet?”

      Craig Logan stared down at his wife, trying to determine if she was serious. Toni Jenkins-Logan was the most beautiful, spontaneous, aggravating woman he’d ever met, and he loved her more than life itself. But there were days, like today, when he wondered if she was losing her mind.

      They were standing in the middle of her office, and excitement oozed from her as she grinned up at him. His gaze skittered over her smooth skin that was the color of toasted caramel and her kissable lips that always called to him. Of course, he wanted to touch her, kiss her, and make love to her.

      But he wouldn’t. Not now.

      His attention gravitated to the mischievous glint in her pretty brown eyes that normally had him bending to her will.

      Not today.

      Not when he had rescheduled a meeting to get to her. And not when he knew why she wanted to have sex with him on the spur of the moment…in the middle of a workday. In a damn supply closet.

      In her defense, they’d had sex in stranger places, but it was the timing of this request that rubbed him the wrong way.

      “You left me an urgent message, telling me to get to J&S as soon as possible, and this is the emergency?” Craig seethed, struggling to keep his voice down since they were at her workplace. “You want to jump my bones in a supply closet? Apparently, the last few nights of wild sex weren’t enough for you.”

      Toni’s grin dropped. She huffed out a breath and brushed long tendrils of hair out of her face that had fallen from her messy ponytail. “I thought it would be fun. Most men would love for their wives to call them for an afternoon rendezvous. Clearly, I was mistaken.”

      Craig moved closer to her, which forced her to crane her head back to look up at him. At six feet tall, he had her by at least seven inches, but what she lacked in height, she made up for in stubbornness. He wanted nothing more than to have sex with her anytime, anywhere, but not like this. Not when he knew she was only using him for one purpose—to get pregnant…again.

      He stared into her eyes and reined in his anger while trying to choose his next words carefully. He didn’t know what else he could say to her that he hadn’t said a million times already. Any other time, he’d give her anything she wanted, and he had, but this…he couldn’t do this. He couldn’t keep playing this little game of hers.

      “Baby, I love you,” he said, cupping her face between his hands. He needed her to understand what he was saying because he couldn’t keep up this madness that she’d brought into their marriage. “Do you hear me? Do you understand what I’m saying? I. Love. You. I know what you’re up to, but this craziness has to stop. You’re my heart, and you already know there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, but having another baby? My answer is still the same. You and Junior are enough for me, and so are Bailey and Kimani,” he said of their biological son and their two foster children.

      “And I love you guys too,” Toni said, tears welling in her eyes. “I can’t help it if I want a big family. One adoption already fell through, and we still don’t know if Bailey and Kimani’s adoption will ever happen. I—I want us to be proactive,” she said optimistically despite the tears hanging on her long eyelashes, and the brightness in her eyes from a moment ago returned. “All we have to do is keep—”

      “No. I told you after that last miscarriage—I’m not going through that shit again. I almost lost you, Toni!” Craig growled, unable to keep the anguish out of his tone. “You just don’t get it, do you? You don’t understand how much that gutted me. The first couple of miscarriages were devastating, but knowing you could’ve died that last time…” He shook his head and stepped back as he struggled to express the fear and heartbreak he’d felt back then. “You don’t give a damn about how I was affected. You don’t care.”

      She grabbed his hands to stop him from moving back farther. “I do care, and I do love you,” she hurried to say. “I love you more than anything, and I know you said that you don’t—”

      “I would love to have another baby with you, Toni, but not at the expense of your life. That’s why we’re trying to go the adoption route, and we even became foster parents. All so that you can get what you want. But it’s still not enough. Nothing will ever be enough for you.”

      Toni released him and huffed out a sigh before moving away from him. She didn’t speak and looked everywhere but at him.

      “Yeah, I thought so,” Craig said bitterly.

      There was no use trying to get through to her. One thing he had learned early in their relationship was that all the Jenkins women were stubborn. He happened to marry the most stubborn one of them all. Though he was fairly sure the other husbands would disagree with that.

      Craig shook his head and pulled his sunglasses from the front collar of his button-down shirt. God knows he loved his wife, but he was standing firm on this. There was nothing she could say or do that would change his mind.

      “Let me know when you want to sex me up because you love me. Not because you’re using me to get pregnant again.”

      Without another word, Craig slipped on his shades and stormed out of her office. With each step he took, his anger started to subside, but they couldn’t keep going like this. They couldn’t keep having the same old conversation over and over again.

      What the hell was it going to take to get through to her?
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Toni wrangled her two foster children into the back door of her grandparents’ estate.

      “All right, you guys. Let’s get downstairs before Grampa starts the movie without you.”

      Toni lifted the youngest one, Kimani, into her arms and held on to his sister Bailey’s hand as she escorted them down the stairs to the basement. Toni had hoped that, after leaving daycare, they’d be tired. No such luck. If anything, they had even more energy than usual.

      “I want to go with Daddy Craig,” Bailey said. “He—he wants me to go with him a—and Junior,” she said with confidence as they slowly made their way down the stairs. “Can I go? I won’t aks a lot of questions. I pwomise,” she said.

      Toni smiled, finding it cute how the little girl’s r’s sounded like a w, and the idea of her not asking questions was ludicrous. Bailey was a social butterfly who talked constantly. She was three going on fifteen and one of the smartest kids Toni had ever met. She was also curious and soaked up information like a sponge. For her, asking questions was comparable to breathing.

      Kimani, Bailey’s two-year-old brother, was the opposite. He was more reserved until he warmed up to a person. Most of the time, he wanted Toni to carry him around, while Bailey insisted on exploring her surroundings on her own.

      They had come to live with Toni and Craig six months ago after their mother, an alcoholic who struggled to stay sober, was in a car accident. The collision could’ve killed her and the kids, but they all survived. After their mother was arrested and charged with a DUI and child endangerment, the kids had been put in the system. That’s when Toni received the call asking if they could take them in.

      The smell of popcorn wafted up the stairs along with kids’ music spilling out of the theater room.

      “Well, well, well. Who do we have here?” Steven Jenkins, the patriarch of the family, appeared at the bottom of the stairs, smiling.

      Even in his eighties, he was still a big, tall man with a powerful presence. His hair was mostly gray now, but mentally, he was as sharp as ever. He was aging well. His dark skin showed very few wrinkles and reminded Toni of the saying Black don’t crack. But his posture wasn’t as upright as it used to be, and he was relying more on the handcrafted, mahogany walking cane that he kept nearby. Still, he was in amazing physical shape for his age.

      Bailey gasped. “Grampa!” she screamed and tried to double-time it down the stairs to get to him. “You’re here,” she said with enthusiasm, as if she hadn’t known they were planning to watch a movie with him.

      Toni chuckled, remembering herself at Bailey’s age. Her grandfather had been her favorite person in the world, and still held the title…well, next to Craig. That was the same with Bailey from the first time she met them. Her eyes had lit up when Craig picked her up, and it was the same with Grampa, but then again, Bailey made a friend wherever she went.

      “I was starting to think you had changed your mind about coming by,” Grampa said to Toni as he kissed her cheek.

      The familiar woodsy scent of his cologne that he’d worn all her life surrounded her, and a sense of calm seeped into Toni’s body. He’d always had the ability to bring peace with his presence, and she wanted to soak it up.

      He picked up Bailey, smothering her little brown-skin face with kisses. “She reminds me of you when you were little.”

      “Really?” Toni said. “Did I talk as much as she does?”

      He chuckled, and the deep rumble made him sound like Santa Claus. He set Bailey on her feet, and they watched as she took off running toward the theater room. “No, you didn’t talk as much as her, but your enthusiasm was like hers. Hey, li’l man. You came to watch a movie with your old grandfather?”

      Kimani nodded and reached for Grampa. Seconds after he was in his arms, he wiggled to get down, then went in search of Bailey.

      Grampa leveled Toni with a look. “Is everything all right?” he asked.

      He was studying her in that knowing way, like he did when they were kids. Like when he knew they were hiding something or had gotten themselves in a bind and needed his help.

      “I was surprised when you called to say that you and the little ones were stopping by,” he said.

      He was probably surprised because they’d been there the day before for Sunday brunch. Every week, the family came together to eat, laugh, and catch up with each other. It had always been a large production. Especially now that the family was growing, and several generations of Jenkins attended. And since everyone usually showed up, most of the family rarely stopped by on Monday.

      “Everything is fine.” Toni tried adding a little lightness in her voice that she didn’t feel. “Craig took Junior to karate lessons,” she said of her and Craig’s biological son. “I figured the little ones and I could hang out with you guys for a while.”

      Her grandfather didn’t respond, just looked at her as if expecting her to say more.

      “Grampa!” Bailey called from the theater room.

      Toni grinned. “You might want to hurry in there before she starts pushing buttons on your theater equipment.”

      He grimaced and Toni laughed. Only certain people in the family were allowed to touch the sensitive controls. Especially after one of her younger cousins had turned the equipment off incorrectly, and something was thrown out of whack. It took a couple of days to have the system repaired.

      “You’re right. The last thing I need is for her to destroy something in there.” He started to walk away, but stopped, and turned. “You know you can still talk to me, right?”

      Toni smiled at him, and her heart thumped a little faster with all the love she felt for him. How many times over the years had she gone to him for advice? He was her go-to person. “I know, Grampa, and I love you for that. But everything is fine.”

      He nodded and left her standing at the foot of the stairs.

      Toni sighed and headed back up the stairs as the conversation that she’d had with Craig earlier filtered into her mind.

      “I love you. Do you hear me?” he had said with so much conviction that Toni felt it to the depths of her soul. His gorgeous hazel eyes had sparked with each word. “Do you understand what I’m saying? I. Love. You. You’re my heart, and you and Junior are enough for me.”

      Toni sighed as the words played over and over in her mind. She couldn’t imagine her life without Craig, but she could tell he was starting to lose patience with her. He and their kids should’ve been enough for her too, and they were, for the most part.

      But she couldn’t help it. She wanted more children. She was an only child but had a ton of cousins who were closer than most siblings. Toni wanted a large family of her own. One miscarriage after another proved that maybe going the traditional route wasn’t a good idea, but she didn’t want to give up.

      Unfortunately, the last miscarriage had almost taken her life, and it scared her as much as it scared her husband. Craig was the strongest, bravest man she knew. As a former cop and then detective, he’d had to be, but that day had shaken him to the core. After that, he’d said enough. He hadn’t wanted another child if there was a chance that he might lose her in the process.

      Toni knew how much he loved her, but months after that miscarriage, she’d told him she wanted to try again. Craig threatened to leave her. That had been almost a year ago.

      Toni loved and adored her son and her foster kids, but Craig… He was her everything.

      I can’t lose him.
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      After leaving the kids in the basement, Toni strolled into her grandparents’ humongous, state-of-the-art kitchen. The space was a cook’s paradise and had been designed by her cousin Liam.

      It wasn’t unusual to find her grandmother, Katherine Jenkins, in there pulling out leftovers. She loved feeding people, and no doubt, the moment she heard them in the house she thought of food.

      “Hey, sweetheart. I was surprised when your grandfather told me that you and the kids were stopping by,” Toni’s grandmother said. “I take it they are already downstairs. Steven took plenty of snacks down there with him. Are you hungry?”

      “Yes, the kids are downstairs,” Toni said and rinsed her hands in the kitchen sink, then moved to the counter loaded with food. “They’re probably already stuffing their faces. And I could eat, but I’m not hungry enough for all the dishes you’re pulling out. Did you and Grampa eat already?”

      “Yes, we ate earlier. If I’d known you were coming over, I would’ve waited so we could eat together.”

      “After you texted me this morning, saying that you had an idea you wanted to run by me, I figured I’d come in person.”

      “Oh, yes. I want us to have a family reunion on the Fourth of July.”

      Toni’s brows shot up, and the spatula in her hand hovered over the lasagna. “Umm…which Fourth of July?”

      “This year,” her grandmother said nonchalantly.

      “Gram, you do realize that it’s April, and July 4th is less than three months away, right?”

      “I know that, honey. If we start working on the plans now, we should be able to pull everything together by the first week of July,” she said, as if it was the simplest thing in the world to do. And by we, she meant Toni and her cousins, Jada, Christina, Martina, and Peyton.

      Katherine, the matriarch of the Jenkins family, didn’t ask for much, but this request was pushing it. This was a huge ask, especially since she and some of her cousins worked for the family business, Jenkins & Sons Construction, and they were swamped. Even if they hired every task out for the reunion, it still wasn’t enough time to create an event that would meet their grandmother’s standards.

      Toni’s grandparents had seven children, and there was a ton of grandchildren, as well as great-grands. Their immediate family was enormous, and the weekly Sunday brunch was practically out of control with people. Toni couldn’t even imagine how wild and loud the house would be if the extended family showed up for a reunion. That could mean over two hundred people in attendance, and those were just the ones Toni could think of off the top of her head.

      As she sat at the kitchen table and dug into the leftover lasagna, savoring the cheesy goodness, she listened to her grandmother’s ideas for the event. She wanted more than just a weekend of activities and even envisioned a formal night. If they could pull it together in time, it would be a reunion to remember.

      “Your ideas are great, but that doesn’t give us much time to plan,” Toni reiterated. Her grandmother seemed excited about hosting the reunion, and Toni didn’t want to just shoot the idea down. No, there would be plenty of others in the family to do that. Especially those who would be pulled in to help her vision become a reality.

      Martina Jenkins-Kendricks, also known as MJ, was the first person to come to mind.

      Toni’s loud-mouth cousin, who didn’t have a filter, would be the first to complain. She might’ve loved family, but she’d be quick to point out that she loved her immediate family. Not necessarily the extended family who she barely knew.

      “I’ll reach out to the girls to see if we can get together and start planning,” Toni said, knowing this family reunion was going to happen whether she wanted to be a part of it or not. “Just know that we’ll probably have to ease MJ into the idea.”

      “Thanks, sweetheart. Keep me posted, and you can put me on the cooking crew,” her grandmother said, placing two small plates on the table with a slice of chocolate cake on each.

      Toni finished off her lasagna and then dug into the dessert. “Of course, you’ll be on the cooking crew,” she said and moaned when the cake melted on her tongue. Most of the family knew how to cook, but no one cooked like her grandmother.

      “So, what’s your real reason for being here on a Monday night? I know it’s not because of my message about the reunion,” her grandmother said knowingly. “Did something happen with the adoption?”

      Toni sighed loudly. “The father of the kids gave up his rights, but not the mother. Her charges ended up being misdemeanors, and she only spent three months in jail along with being fined.” Toni couldn’t hide the frustration in her tone. “They also revoked her driver’s license, and she’s on probation, but none of that is enough for me. She should still be in jail for what she did. Supposedly, she’s been trying to get herself together, but I don’t think so.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she missed two hearings with the judge, and they have set yet another date. It’s coming up soon, but I have a feeling she’s not going to show up. She hasn’t even kept any of the supervised visitations with us. I don’t know why the judge can’t revoke her parental rights, especially with her drinking problem.”

      “Can’t the courts do something?” Grams asked.

      Toni shrugged. “Our lawyer is using her car accident to express to the judge that she’s an endangerment to herself and the kids. But the woman’s lawyer is saying that now that the mom doesn’t have a driver’s license, there won’t be any more DUIs. And supposedly she’s been in treatment for her drinking problem and hasn’t had a drink since the accident. I’m not buying it. She shouldn’t be allowed to get the kids back. She doesn’t deserve them.”

      Toni loved Bailey and Kimani like she’d birthed them herself. It wasn’t fair that someone should have those precious little ones and not take their well-being seriously.

      “What is Craig saying about all this?” her grandmother asked.

      Knowing her grandmother, she probably knew there was tension in their marriage when it came to having more children. Craig also wanted a big family, but not at the expense of Toni’s health. And when their first adoption fell through, Toni had fallen apart. Craig was afraid that was going to happen again.

      “He’s…” Toni startled when she heard a door slam, and she started to stand up, thinking one of the kids might’ve come upstairs.

      “What the hell is this nonsense about a family reunion on the Fourth of July?” Martina yelled as she stormed through the house and eventually made it to the kitchen. “Who has time to pull shit like that together?”

      “So much for easing her into the idea,” Toni mumbled.
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      Gram stood from the table and shuffled over to the drawer that held the large spoons. She jerked it open, and without a word, she pulled out a wooden spoon and pointed it at Martina as she approached her.

      “What did I tell you about your mouth?” she snapped.

      Toni could feel her grandmother’s anger from across the room, and apparently, Martina felt it too. She took several steps back and lifted her hands.

      “Okay, Gram, I’m sorry, all right? I didn’t—”

      “I don’t know how many times I have to say it, but I will not have you cursing in my house! Now get out until you know how to act like a lady,” she said, waving the spoon at Martina. “I mean it. Get. Out!”

      “Come on, Gram. You don’t mean that. I’m your favorite granddaughter, and I know how much you adore me.”

      Toni didn’t know how Martina could say that with a straight face. She was the troublemaker in the family and drove their grandmother nuts. Yet, there were times when she did seem like the favorite and could get away with anything. Probably because Martina had spent so much time at their house when she was growing up. Their grandmother practically raised her, and their bond was tight despite Martina being a pain in the butt.

      “I know you don’t want me to leave,” Martina said with all seriousness, and she had the nerve to bat puppy-dog eyes at her. “Besides, I didn’t know you were down here. It’s almost seven o’clock at night. At your age, shouldn’t you be upstairs asleep?”

      Toni glanced away to keep from laughing, but she must have made a sound because when she looked back at them, their gazes were trained on her. Unable to hold back, she burst out laughing.

      “I’m…I’m sorry, but Gram, come on. You gotta admit that was funny, but I’m surprised you didn’t whack her with your spoon since she’s so full of crap.”

      “Hey!” Martina yelled. “Stay out of it. This is between me and my grandmother. I came over to let her know that I’ll do whatever I can to help with the reunion.”

      Toni’s mouth dropped open. “How is it that you can lie with a straight face? A minute ago, you said—”

      “She wouldn’t lie to me,” their grandmother interrupted, and her lips lifted into a smile. She lovingly patted Martina’s cheek. “I knew she would jump in and help. Give me a hug, honey.”

      They hugged as if nothing had happened, and Martina grinned at Toni over their grandmother’s shoulder. All Toni could do was shake her head, and she went back to eating her cake. The two of them were a trip.

      “I’m sure you’re hungry,” Gram said and moved over to the sink.

      Martina was the biggest eater in the family. There was no doubt that she planned to eat.

      “Grab a plate. I’m glad you girls are on board with the reunion idea,” Gram said as she leaned against the counter. “I also sent the other girls a text, but I didn’t give them details.”

      Hmm…so only Martina got the heads up about the reunion. Interesting.

      “You all can work together to make this reunion happen. In the meantime, I’m going back upstairs to relax,” their grandmother said. “Put the food away when you’re done and have a good night. Oh, but before I forget…” She pulled an address book from one of the drawers and held it up, not seeming to care that one of the pages floated to the floor. “I want to invite everyone in this notebook.”

      “Um…Gram. Exactly how many people are in that book?” Toni asked.

      “I don’t know. Just make sure they all get an invitation.”

      The moment their grandmother left the room, Martina pounced. “This is some bullshit. There is no way we can pull this off in a couple of months.”

      Toni stared at her cousin. “Whatever, you kiss up. You’re so full of crap.”

      “Yeah, maybe, but it worked. I didn’t get hit with a spoon, nor did I get kicked out. It took years of practice to learn how to get away with stuff with her.”

      “I guess that works both ways since she got you to come around to her way of thinking when it comes to her family reunion idea.”

      Martina rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yeah, well, she’s Gram. Of course, I’ll do anything she wants me to do. I just like giving her a hard time. So, if we’re going to make this reunion happen, we need to start now.” She pulled her cell phone from the back pocket of her jeans and sighed. “Gram is slick. She’s always roping us into things. She’s like the queen of manipulating, and she acts like we were put on this earth to serve her. Like we all don’t have fifty-million other things we need to be doing.”

      “Just call PJ while you’re grumbling,” Toni said of one of their oldest cousins, Peyton Jenkins-Cutter.

      Peyton used to run the family business—Jenkins & Sons Construction. She had taken the business from a mom-and-pop shop to a multi-million-dollar organization. After she got married the second time, she left the company, and their cousin Nick took over. Now, Peyton lived in Brooklyn with her husband and their two kids.

      “Yeah, we’re calling her. She’s the most organized of all of us,” Martina said.

      Toni agreed. When their grandfather decided to retire, none of his kids wanted to take over the family business. So, Peyton had stepped up, and with her work ethic and leadership ability, the rest of the cousins followed. Toni, along with the others, went through apprenticeships and joined the construction trades. They eventually started playing key roles in the company.

      “Let’s do a conference call. I’ll call Peyton and JJ, and you call CJ,” she said of their cousins Jada and Christina.

      Toni didn’t feel like having a conference call, and though she rarely agreed with Martina, she agreed they needed to get started ASAP.

      “Hey, Cuz,” Christina said when she answered the phone. Her bubbly voice filled the kitchen.

      “Hey, you’re on speaker,” Toni said and explained to her that Martina suggested they talk for a few minutes via conference call.

      Once everyone was on the line, Martina opened the conversation by saying, “Gram wants us to plan a damn family reunion.”

      Toni shook her head and smiled.

      “Oh good!” Christina chimed in. “It’s been years since we’ve had a Jenkins family reunion.”

      “I’m glad she’s planning ahead, but still, next summer will be here before we know it,” Peyton said.

      “Not next summer,” Martina snapped. “Gram wants this to happen on the Fourth of July.”

      Silence filled the room before Jada said, “The Fourth?”

      “No way,” Peyton said quickly. “That’s not enough time unless she means she wants a reunion with just her side of the family.”

      Their grandmother’s side of the family wasn’t as large as the Jenkins’ side, and Toni and the others weren’t as close to those relatives.

      “Nope. She wants a Jenkins family reunion,” Toni said.

      “Okay, now that’s insane.” Jada tsked, sounding distracted. There was rustling of some sort in the background. “I don’t have time to help. I have the fashion show coming up, and…heck, to be honest, I don’t want to work on a reunion.”

      “Yeah, we don’t either,” Martina said.

      “You guys are being selfish,” Christina chimed in. “Gram doesn’t ask for much. The least we can do is give her this. Besides, she’s not getting any younger. She probably wants to see everyone before she dies.”

      “What the hell, CJ?” Martina roared. “Don’t be putting that mess out into the universe. Gram is going to outlive us all. So quit talking about her dying.”

      “Fine, but we need to face facts that Gram and Grampa aren’t getting any younger. Why not have a reunion? It’ll be nice to create more memories with them and the extended family,” Christina explained.

      Seconds ticked by without anyone speaking.

      Peyton sighed loudly. “Okay, I’ll come up with a plan of action,” she said. “Then we can get together and discuss the next steps. In the meantime, I already know that me and Toni will be responsible for pulling together a guest list with Gram’s help. Toni, you’ll be taking care of logistics there, like hotel accommodations. MJ will be on the food committee. CJ, right now, I’m thinking that you will be over activities. Jada, no one can decorate like you. So, one of your projects will be overseeing any decorations we might need. After I plot out a solid plan, run it by you guys, then we’ll pull in the rest of the family and assign duties.

      “Sounds good.” They all agreed.

      “I love the idea of a family reunion. It’s been a long time,” Christina squealed.

      She was like a ray of sunshine on any given day, and a huge family gathering was right up her alley. She loved people. The more the merrier.

      “It’ll be phenomenal. There’s so much we can do. We can have a scavenger hunt, fly kites, order some sand, and have a sandcastle-building contest, and we can even do a homemade cookie exchange!” Christina said. Her excitement burst through the phone line. “Oh, and we might be able to rent some go-karts! It’s been like forever since we’ve done stuff like that. We can also—”

      “Girl, you watch too many Hallmark movies. I like the shows as much as the next person, but you know how this family is. None of us will be hanging outside playing with beanbags unless you’re talking about having beanbag fights. And as greedy as we all are, those cookies will be gone before there’s any type of exchanging,” Martina said, exasperated as she poked holes in Christina’s ideas. “And maybe I’m mistaken, but ain’t yo ass still pregnant? What do you think the Thug Lawyer would say about you climbing into a go-kart?” she asked, using the nickname that she’d given CJ’s husband, Luke.

      Luke used to be one of the most sought-after defense attorneys in New York, but years ago, he moved to Cincinnati. He’d said he needed a change. Yet, Toni was pretty sure there was something else, besides Christina, that had him leaving the Big Apple. He was a sweetheart of a man, super intelligent, and had a swagger about him that was almost thug-like.

      “He’ll raise all types of hell if his six-month-pregnant wife was found karting down some insane hill,” Jada added. “He already doesn’t want you working since some paint smells make you sick.”

      That was a big deal since Christina was a painter by trade, as well as a world-famous artist. For the last few months, instead of painting full-time for Jenkins & Sons Construction, she was working part-time supervising and doing office work.

      “As a matter of fact, you’re too pregnant to be of much help to us,” Martina continued and, as expected, sparked an argument between her and Christina.

      “It would be wonderful if we could trammel your lips because your benightedness on what pregnant women can and can’t do is showing.”

      “All hell. There she goes again, using words no one knows the meaning of,” Martina spat. “I thought you were done with that whole word-a-day crap. For all we know, you’re probably not even using the damn words correctly!”

      While the others laughed, Toni’s chest tightened at the pregnant comments. She was glad they weren’t meeting in person. She hated to admit that it was tough for her to be around pregnant people, even her cousin CJ, who she adored.

      Christina was the epitome of a flower child and practically floated through life. She was one of those women who lit up a room whenever she entered, and now that she was expecting, she seemed to glow even brighter.

      Toni could admit to being jealous that her cousin was having a baby in a few months. There’d been a time when Christina had admitted to not wanting children, and here she was pregnant without even trying.

      Stop it, Toni chastised herself.

      Instead of being salty about someone else’s good fortune, she needed to be thinking about a way to talk Craig into trying for a baby again if the adoption didn’t go through this time. He rarely said no to her, so she was pretty sure she could get him to come around to her way of thinking. But she had to figure out how.

      I’ll think of something. I always do.
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      Craig strolled into Kendricks Seafood and Steak House and made a beeline to the bar. Jazz pumped through the overhead speakers and the chatter from people taking in happy hour flowed to his ears.

      Some of the tension that he’d been carrying around for the last couple of days, ever since his blowup with Toni, started easing from his body. He hated when they argued, which seemed to be happening more often than not. Nothing would stop him from loving her, but Toni’s obsession with having more kids was taking its toll. And his guilty conscience wasn’t helping.

      The place was as crowded as he’d expected for a Friday night, and he was glad when two people sitting next to each other vacated their bar stools. He grabbed the one at the end and lifted his hand to snag the bartender’s attention. When she saw him, her ruby-red lips kicked up at the corners, and she headed his way.

      She set a napkin on the bar in front of him. “Hey, handsome. What can I get you?” Her high-pitched voice matched her valley-girl appearance. The reddish-blonde ponytail sitting on the top of her head and pale skin with rosy cheeks had her looking too young to work in the bar.

      There had been a time when Craig was a detective with Cincinnati PD that he would’ve questioned the owner about her age. But he knew the owner, his cousin-in-law, was serious about his business. No way would he have an underage person working behind the bar.

      “Whatever you have on tap will be fine,” Craig said.

      A few minutes later, he had a beer in hand. He’d been waiting all day to take that first swig, and it was as rewarding as he’d hoped. Too bad it wasn’t enough to give him answers to his problems. One in particular.

      Craig sighed as thoughts of Toni floated around his mind. She might’ve meant the world to him, but he was seriously thinking they needed a break from each other.

      He shook his head at that last thought.

      No, he didn’t need a break from her. They needed a break from the constant talk of kids, adoption, and now the Jenkins family reunion.

      Actually, what he needed was a miracle. One that included no more delays with the adoption and no drama. But marrying into a huge family, specifically the Jenkins family, you were guaranteed some drama every few weeks.

      “I need you to formalize the support group for men married to Jenkins women. And I need you to do it like yesterday.”

      Craig chuckled and glanced to his left to where Paul Kendricks, Martina’s husband and the owner of Kendricks Seafood and Steak House, was standing. There was a running joke with all the husbands who had married into the family. They needed some type of support to deal with their wives. Anyone who wasn’t married into the family would think they were exaggerating about the Jenkins women being a handful.

      “Oh, boy. What has MJ done now? Actually, you know what? I’m sure I don’t want to know. Just dealing with her cousin is enough for me right now.”

      Paul laughed. “All right, I’ll keep it to myself, but we’re going to have to stop talking about the support group and go ahead and get it started.”

      All the guys might complain on occasion, but like Craig, they adored their wives. There was just something about a Jenkins woman that lured you in and you were defenseless to let go.

      Paul leaned against the bar. “Do you have some time to hang out?”

      Craig lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah, why?”

      “Let’s grab a table.” Paul nodded toward the main dining room behind them. The place had filled up in just the few minutes that Craig had been there. “Dinner is on me if you’re up for it,” Paul added.

      “A free meal at the city’s finest restaurant?” Craig stood and dropped a few bills on the bar before grabbing his beer. “You don’t have to ask me twice. Lead the way.” He followed his friend to a booth in a quiet corner of the restaurant that had a reserved sign on it.

      The moment they sat down, the server showed up almost immediately to take their order. There was definitely an advantage to hanging out with the owner. The service was always good, but not always as fast, especially on a busy Friday evening.

      Small talk flowed between them, and again, Craig was glad he had stopped by. He saw Paul and the rest of the family practically every Sunday during brunch, but it was nice to have a one-on-one. Even if they were only discussing sports, the weather, and on occasion, politics.

      Paul, a former U.S. senator, came from an affluent family and a long line of politicians. Yet, he was down to earth and easy to talk with. He had become one of Craig’s confidants, especially since his brothers lived out of state.

      “What else has been going on?” Paul asked as they dug into their food. They both had ordered a steak with two side dishes. “You looked like you were deep in thought when I walked up to you.”

      Craig cut a small piece of the tender ribeye and stuck it into his mouth. Deep down, he didn’t want to talk about Toni. His heart ached each time she hinted around about them growing their family, and he wanted that for her. But he still couldn’t get over that last miscarriage and when she hemorrhaged from a damaged blood vessel.

      Just thinking about that day had Craig’s heart pounding a little faster. He set his fork down and ran a hand down his face.

      “I still haven’t told Toni that I got a vasectomy,” he said quietly as the guilt that had been his constant companion for the past month lodged in his chest.

      Craig was sure that was part of the reason why the arguments were more frequent. Normally, he tried to hear Toni out and keep the peace when she expressed what she wanted, but not lately. His frustration had been getting the best of him.

      When seconds ticked by without Paul speaking, Craig glanced up. His friend looked at him with his brows raised.

      Craig shook his head and sighed. He knew he was wrong in not telling his wife before he’d made the decision. But at the time, it was something he’d had to do. She wouldn’t listen to reason when he told her that he didn’t want them to try for another baby. So, he took matters into his own hands.

      “Why haven’t you told her?”

      “Why do you think? You know the Jenkins women are crazy. I’m not trying to get her to go upside my head with a frying pan. Or worse.”

      “What could be worse than that?”

      “Her messing with the house plumbing and adding itching powder to the water or something.”

      Paul’s eyes widened, then he burst out laughing.

      “It’s not that funny,” Craig said dryly.

      “It is when you know she’s capable of doing just that.”

      Craig shivered at the thought. As a master plumber by trade, she had the skills to do it, but as a Jenkins woman, she had the balls to do it. He wouldn’t put anything past his woman. She and her cousin were more of the don’t get mad, get even type of women. It didn’t matter that they were adults and parents with kids. That only made them more creative.

      He didn’t bother telling Paul that his bigger fear was that she’d divorce him. “I have to tell her. She thinks I’ve been sullen because she’s obsessing over adopting the kids. That’s part of it, but the biggest problem is the guilt that’s been eating at me.”

      Paul shook his head. “It’s been a month. Do you think Toni doesn’t know? Though I haven’t said a word, you know my wife is like a bloodhound when it comes to getting into people’s business.”

      “Nah, if Toni knew, she would’ve confronted me,” Craig said.

      He had the procedure done in Columbus and had stayed with one of his buddies for a week. Toni thought that he and the guys were going on a golfing trip, which they had, sort of. Craig had played golf the first day, but the next day had been his procedure, and he used the rest of the days to recover. Even when he returned, he’d used the excuse of a pulled groin muscle to keep from having sex for another week even though he wasn’t in pain.

      “I’m going to tell her…soon,” Craig
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