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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      I enjoy reading books that are a part of a series, and now I find that I enjoy writing them as well. Join me as I introduce you to a few members of the Jenkins family.

      Steven Jenkins, the patriarch of the Jenkins family and founder of Jenkins & Sons Construction, wants what every entrepreneur head of the family wants—his children to continue to run the family business long after he’s dead and gone. None of his four sons and three daughters are interested in taking over the reins. His hope is renewed when Peyton Jenkins, his oldest granddaughter, shows her interest.

      Sixteen years later, he’s happily retired and business is better than ever, thanks to his five amazing granddaughters. Toni (TJ) Jenkins, a master plumber, is his favorite granddaughter—though he’ll never admit it. Jada (JJ) Jenkins is the youngest and the most spirited of the bunch. Steven still hasn’t been able to figure her out, but he has to admit, she’s a darn good sheet-metal worker. Then there’s Christina (CJ) Jenkins, the shy one in the group and the most compassionate. She’s a painter, but refers to herself as an artist. Martina (MJ) Jenkins is a carpenter, and Steven’s most challenging grandchild who keeps everyone on their toes. Last but not least is sweet, levelheaded Peyton (PJ) Jenkins; an electrician and the senior construction manager for Jenkins & Sons Construction.

      I hope you enjoy the first three books in the Jenkins Family Series.

      

      Sharon
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          Still the Best Woman for the Job

        

      

    

    
      Joint heir to the largest construction company in the state of Ohio, master plumber Toni (TJ) Jenkins has been groomed to behave in a way befitting of the respected Jenkins’ family name. But after she breaks up with the only man she’s ever loved to protect a secret she holds close to her heart, poor decisions lead her down a path of destruction that risks ruining the reputation of the company her family has worked hard to build.

      Cincinnati police officer Craig Logan knows Toni is the woman for him. They’ve been apart for months, but when they run into each other at a party, the passion between them sizzles stronger than ever. She tells him she can’t handle dating a cop, but he senses that something else keeps her from rushing back into his arms. Craig wants her to be his wife, and he’ll do whatever it takes to prove that—no matter what she’s hiding—she’s still the best woman for the job.
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      “Would you come on…” Toni Jenkins gasped for air. “Put your back into it, Jada. How can you lug sheet metal around all day and can’t help drag a sloppy drunk to the bathroom?”

      Jada’s chest heaved and her long dark hair whipped across her face. She glared around Ronald’s body at Toni. “Say one more thing and I will drop his heavy ass right here in the middle of the hallway. Then see how far you get in hiding him. Grampa’s going to kill you when he finds out you’re hanging out with drunks and that you brought one of them to his birthday party!”

      Toni clamped her mouth shut and pulled the hem of her short dress down with one hand while she held onto her date, Ronald, with her other. She needed Jada’s help. The last thing she wanted was for her grandmother to find out Ronald barfed on an eight-foot-tall Golden Cane palm tree, one of her prize possessions. No, she couldn’t handle a lecture tonight, but if her grandfather got wind of the night’s events, that’s exactly what she would get. Character is built by the choices we make, her grandfather’s familiar words taunted.

      “Wha…what are yo…you doin’ to me,” Ronald slurred before his head dipped to the side and a low snore rumbled against Toni’s ear.

      “Oh, shut up,” she mumbled under her breath.

      What did her recent dating choices say about her character? Ronald might have been tall, good-looking and possessed a body that women fantasized about, but he wasn’t the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree. If she were honest with herself, she’d have to admit she’d dated her share of losers since breaking up with Craig.

      Argh! Why can’t I stop thinking about him?

      As soon as the question leaped into her mind, so did the answer. She was still in love with Craig Logan…and she hated it.

      Okay, stop thinking about him. Don’t think about him, don’t think about—

      “Oh, crap!” Toni grabbed hold of the nearby wall when her foot slipped and she lost her grip on Ronald.

      Her cousin glared at her. “If you don’t…” she started but didn’t finish when Toni regained her footing and grasped the back of Ronald’s shirt, bringing him upright again. Thankfully, the bathroom was in sight and none of the party guests had found their way to the back of the house. The area was empty and quiet, perfect for hiding a body.

      When they finally wrangled Ronald into the bathroom, both she and Jada collapsed against the cool marble-tiled wall, Ronald’s limp body propped up between them.

      “Just think, only a couple of Jenkins’ girls could pull a two-hundred-pound man from a crowded ballroom and drag him through Gramma and Grampa’s house while wearing cocktail dresses and stilettos without anyone being the wiser,” Jada wheezed.

      “You’re right.” Toni closed her eyes, breathing heavily.

      Thanks to their grandfather for encouraging her and her female cousins to pursue a career in the construction trades, Toni was now a master plumber. A career in plumbing seemed like the perfect solution after dropping out of college. Not only had she finished her apprenticeship five years ago, but she had also attended night school to complete her degree in mechanical engineering.

      “I know this is a fine time to ask, but why did we bring him into the bathroom instead of dumping his butt in the backyard until he sobers up?”

      Toni glanced at the bathroom door thinking she should probably close it, but was too tired to move. “We can’t just chuck him outside and leave him. Hopefully, he’ll come to; but in the meantime, I need to clean him up so we can put him in the car and take him home.”

      “We?” Jada’s voice raised an octave. She moved away from the wall, but stopped when Ronald’s body started sliding. “You are crazy in your head if you think I’m dragging him anywhere else! Look at me.” With a flourish of her free hand, she brought attention to her short Michael Kors dress. “Do you have any idea how much I paid for this outfit? I’m not about to let some boneheaded drunk throw up on me. I say we dump his butt on the floor and go get Johnny and the guys to throw him in the back of one of their trucks.”

      Toni liked the idea, but didn’t know where her male cousins were hiding out. She hadn’t seen them since they’d showed up late to the party. It was safe to assume they were somewhere watching a basketball game, since the NBA finals had just started.

      “Okay, let’s slowly slide his body down the wall and onto the floor.” Toni bent her knees and they eased him along the tile, which wasn’t easy to do in stilettos and a tight dress. “Almost there just…oh no! Jada, grab him!”

      Too late.

      Ronald’s body jerked, Toni’s arms flailed, and the three of them crashed to the floor in a heap.

      “Aaarrrgh!” Jada shrieked. Caramel toned arms and legs flapped around in distress under the weight of Ronald’s body sprawled on top of Jada, his booze-soaked breath in her face.

      “Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Get him off me! I think he just drooled on my dress,” she screamed. “Toni, I’m going to kill you!”
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      Craig Logan pulled up to the Jenkins family estate, a colossal brick home sprawling over half a block and located in the village of Indian Hill, a suburb of Cincinnati. A representation of the Jenkins’ wealth, the house stood out with every light shining through the cathedral-style windows, illuminating the sky like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

      Craig’s fingers gripped the steering wheel tighter, and he willed the mounting anxiousness in his gut to loosen up. Knowing he’d see Toni soon brought mixed feelings. On one hand, he couldn’t wait to see her—but on the other, he wasn’t sure he wanted to put himself through the torture of seeing her without being able to hold her in his arms.

      He pulled onto the property. Luxury cars lined either side of the circular driveway that easily accommodated fifty cars. It wasn’t until he noticed vehicles also lining the paved driveway along the side of the house that he realized this was no small gathering. The Jenkins family, well-known across the state of Ohio, had probably invited everybody who was anybody to the celebration.

      What did I expect?

      Parking his car at the very end of the driveway, he didn’t make a move to exit the vehicle, still unsure of whether or not showing up was a good idea. When Toni’s cousin, Peyton, insisted on him stopping by, saying how much the family had missed seeing him, he’d thought attending the party was a good idea.

      Now he wasn’t so sure.

      His cell phone rang and he slowly dug the iPhone out of his pocket, debating on whether or not to answer. He was already late, and it wouldn’t take much for him to change his mind about the party despite the fact that he’d driven forty-five minutes to get there.

      He glanced at the cell phone screen and smiled. “Hello.”

      “What’s up, bro?”

      “Hey, man, what’s going on?”

      The sound of his brother’s voice was a welcomed distraction. Two years older, Derek was more than his big brother; he was also his best friend.

      “Not too much, did I catch you at a bad time?” Derek asked.

      “Actually, I was just sitting here trying to force myself to go into Toni’s grandfather’s birthday celebration.”

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot that was tonight. Why are you debating whether or not to go in? You already told Peyton you would be there. Besides, I know you want to see Toni.”

      Craig traced the ridged lines on the steering wheel with his index finger, going in and out of the grooves and thinking about the night he and Toni parted ways. I can’t handle dating a cop, she had told him through her tears. That could have been you.

      Craig and his partner of three years were both shot during a domestic violence call. He survived, but his partner hadn’t. Craig would never forget that hot summer night, neighbors screaming and blood everywhere. It wasn’t until he was lying in a hospital bed with Toni by his side that his sergeant told him Julien hadn’t survived. Craig remembered holding Toni in his arms and providing as much comfort to her as he could offer, considering he had just lost one of his best friends.

      “You’re right,” he finally said to his brother, “I do want to see her, but I don’t know if I can handle being that close to her and then just walk away afterward.” He used his familiar I’m-in-control voice, but at this moment nothing was further from the truth.

      “So, you’re still in love with her?” his brother asked.

      “You know I am.” Craig toyed with the car keys that dangled from the ignition. He thought dating other women would take his mind off Toni. If anything, dating others made him want her that much more.

      “Well, I guess you know what you have to do.” His brother’s voice permeated his thoughts.

      Craig kneaded the tight knot that formed between his eyes. “And what’s that?”

      “Give up the badge.”

      He dropped his hand and pounded the steering wheel. “Damn, Derek, you act as if sacrificing my career is easy.” The knot in his stomach tightened. There wasn’t much he wouldn’t do for Toni, but what he did for a living meant so much more than just carrying a badge.

      “Being willing to sacrifice your career is easy if Toni means as much to you as you say she does. Craig, it’s not like you’re hurting for money. When Uncle Sammy left you that house and enough money to do whatever the hell you wanted, I thought you would quit the force then.”

      Craig tensed in his seat. “Being a cop is not about the money and you know it! I shouldn’t have to give up a job I love and one that I’m damn good at because Toni’s afraid I might die in the line of duty.”

      Derek hesitated. “Are you sure that’s why you’re still on the force? Or are you still fighting those demons? Trying to rid the streets of every single thug whose goal in life is to attack and rape defenseless women.”

      Craig gripped his cell phone tighter and clenched his jaw as he willed himself not to react to his brother’s words. Since the night he’d received the phone call that his fiancée had been raped and killed, he vowed to do everything in his power to make sure it didn’t happen to any other woman. And then, when he met Toni and found out she had gone through a similar experience in college, his being a cop took on a whole different meaning. He had to do whatever he could do to protect the female population from bastards who thought they had a right to abuse women.

      “Listen, I’m not trying to piss you off, but I think it’s time you realize that you are just one man. As sick as this reality may be, there will always be some butthole running the streets with evil intent. You can’t stop or catch them all.”

      Craig rolled his shoulders and took a cleansing breath. He knew he couldn’t stop them all, but he sure as hell could try.

      “Hey, I didn’t call to preach to you, but I did call to see if Jason and I could stay with you for a few days.”

      Craig’s mood lightened at the mention of his three-year-old nephew, of whom his brother had sole custody. “You know you don’t have to ask. You guys are always welcome.”

      “Good. We need a break from the renovations. The contractors have finished the upstairs bathroom, and now started on the kitchen. I can’t take the chaos anymore.”

      Craig chuckled. “I warned you that remodeling was going to be a pain. I’m surprised you lasted this long. You and my nephew can stay as long as you need to.”

      Growing up in Columbus, Craig knew he didn’t want to live there all his life, so when Derek relocated to Cincinnati, he did, too. They now lived about twenty-five minutes from each other and hung out as often as possible.

      “Great. I’m thinking we’ll get there Wednesday and stay a few days or a week at the longest.”

      “Sounds good to me. Stay as long as you want.”

      “And Craig…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Go to the party. Toni’s missing you probably as much as you’re missing her. Besides, if she’s there, I’m sure she’ll do something or has done something that will require you to bail her out of a situation.” His brother laughed and then ended the call.

      Craig grinned. Derek was right. Toni did have a way of getting herself into tight jams.
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      Toni chuckled as she tugged on one of Ronald’s arms, at first unable to budge him off her cousin, but eventually rolling him away, just enough for Jada to scurry from under him. Toni crawled to the side and clamped her hand on the edge of the claw-foot tub for support as she laughed outright, barely able to catch her breath. If there were any witnesses to the last ten minutes of her eventful evening, they’d be rolling on the floor laughing.

      She turned her head slightly to see Jada sitting against the vanity, wiping her eyes and laughing, too. Her expensive dress, hiked up and barely covering her most precious gift, looked as if it had been trampled. Toni knew that if her cousin had a clue of how disheveled her hair was, she would be out for blood.

      “How is it that I always get roped into messes like this whenever I’m anywhere near you?” Jada rested her head against the wall. “Please. Tell me why this always happens.”

      Still on her knees, Toni rested her forehead against the coolness of the tub, not caring how crazy she probably looked. All she needed was a couple of minutes to regroup. “It doesn’t always happen. Besides, you should be thanking me that I bring excitement and variety to your life.”

      “Girl, please. I have enough excitement and variety in my life. It’s you who needs to get her act together and stop dating these jerks. I think MJ was right the other night. At some point you need to ask yourself, ‘When am I going to stop dating these losers?’”

      Toni lifted her head and glared at her cousin. “Not all of my dates are losers, and I don’t appreciate you two talking about me behind my back. I’m sure there are more interesting subjects to discuss than my social life.” Granted, some of her choices in men lately were questionable; still, that was nobody’s business but hers. “And another thing: how is MJ going to talk about who anyone dates when all she does is stomp on the pride of every man she comes in contact with and treat them like crap?”

      Toni loved all of her cousins, but Martina (MJ) Jenkins’ lack of tact and straight-talk-no-chaser attitude was enough to make people want to slug her sometime. Five years older than Toni, Martina made it a point to try to school them all on why men were the lowest form of human life and how they were only good for sex—and at times, according to Martina, men weren’t very good at that, either.

      “Hey, don’t get mad at us because you keep picking boneheads.” She waved a hand in Ronald’s direction. “It’s not like you can’t do better. You’re smart, have a good job, and you’re cute—but not as cute as me,” she flipped her dark hair over her shoulder, then glanced down at her dress and adjusted the thin shoulder straps. “Girl, you’re a Jenkins. A proud, educated Black woman who can do anything you set your mind to do. You might as well face it. Ever since you broke up with cutie-pie Craig Logan, you have been scraping the bottom of the barrel for male companionship. Your drunk boyfriend is proof. You can continue to be in denial if you want, but until you get yourself together, we’re going to keep talking about you.”

      “What?” Toni turned slightly, still gripping the edge of the tub. “What are you talking about? I’m not in denial about anything. I have not—”

      “Ahem.”

      All talk ceased. Toni was almost afraid to look back to see who had cleared their throat. There were two people she didn’t want to see when she turned around: her grandfather or her pain-in-the butt cousin, MJ. Either one of them would make her feel worse than she already did about bringing Ronald to the party.

      I knew I should have closed that damn door.

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, she slowly turned her head toward the door and the steady thump of her heart went haywire. Heat soared to every cell in her body when her gaze met clear, hazel eyes that twinkled with mirth and belonged to the tall, gorgeous specimen whose broad shoulders were almost as wide as the bathroom doorway.

      Craig.

      “Please tell me that guy isn’t dead and that I don’t have to arrest you two for murder.”
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      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Cincinnati’s finest and I mean that in every sense of the word.” Jada stood and ran a manicured hand down the front of her black slip dress, smoothing out the wrinkles. She glanced at the wide mirror over the sink and turned her head back and forth before shaking her hair wildly.

      Craig almost laughed when she rubbed her lips together, smiled at her reflection, and struck a pose before turning to him. “Glad to see you, Officer Logan. I trust you can take it from here,” she said on her way out of the oversized bathroom.

      With an amused grin, Craig shook his head and watched her stroll down the hall as if she didn’t have a care in the world. He got along well with all of Toni’s family, but Jada—known for her oversized ego and theatrics—always cracked him up.

      He turned back to Toni and the smile slipped from his lips as she scurried to her feet, dusted off her knees and adjusted her drool-worthy red dress. A ripple of desire surged through his body and catapulted straight to his groin the moment their gazes collided. He’d worked a twelve-hour shift and was dog-tired when he first pulled up to the Jenkins’ estate, but exhaustion no longer plagued him. Instead, his need to pull Toni into his arms and hold her close took root. Despite what he told himself when deciding on whether to attend her grandfather’s birthday celebration, there was no way he’d be able to walk away from her tonight—at least not without tasting her tempting lips.

      His heart pounded loudly in his ears as his gaze traveled from her perfectly made-up face down her curvaceous body and shapely legs until his perusal stopped at her red strappy shoes. The eight months of them being apart suddenly felt like eight years as he slowly took her all in, realizing just how much he had missed her.

      God, she’s beautiful…

      So many days had come and gone when he wanted to call her, or just see her for a minute, but he’d kept his word. When she walked away from their relationship, she made him promise not to seek her out, telling him that she needed space.

      After seeing her tonight, all bets were off. No way could he be in her presence and not want what they once had.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, her sexy voice just above a whisper. When he didn’t speak right away, she nervously pushed a lock of her long thick hair behind her ear and peeked at the big brute lying at her feet.

      Glancing down at him, Craig wondered what she was thinking. Was she seriously dating this guy?

      “Peyton invited me,” Craig finally answered.

      He leaned against the doorjamb and tucked his hands into his pants pockets. Eyes as warm as fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies on a cold winter’s day stared back at him, and he shifted his stance to hide the evidence of his sudden arousal. He wasn’t surprised by the ardent effect she still had on him, but right now wasn’t the best time to indulge in what his body craved from her.

      She glanced away. Her gaze bounced from him to the jerk on the floor and then back to him again. Why was she nervous? Toni was one of the most confident women he’d ever met, and right now her behavior didn’t fit her usual self-assured personality. If anything, watching her actions now reminded him of a time, early in their relationship, when she was slow to let down her guard and unwilling to share her desires, her needs, or her fears.

      “So, what’s going on?” He nodded at the man on the floor. “I assume he’s alive.”

      Her mouth dropped open and her hands flew to her hips as she narrowed her eyes at Craig. “Of course, he’s alive. He just had a little too much to drink.”

      “A little? Hell, the guy is passed out on your grandparents’ bathroom floor. I’d say he’s way past drunk.” At that moment, her inebriated friend groaned and rolled to his side.

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Toni fell to her knees, pushed him onto his back and patted his cheek. “Ronald, wake up. Come on, we have to get you out of here. I need you to wake up.”

      Craig straightened and his body tensed. With a good view of her shapely butt as she leaned over her date, he couldn’t stop himself from zoning in on her smooth toned legs and dainty feet. He had always been a leg-man, but when it came to Toni, he loved everything about her, from her curvy, petite body to her smart mouth. And right now, her mouth was a little too close to this guy’s face.

      “Come on, Ronald, wake up.” She shook his shoulders, but when that didn’t work, she went back to patting his cheek.

      It wasn’t so much that she was touching this Ronald guy in an intimate way that bothered Craig. The fact that she had her hands on another man, period, sent his jealousy meter into overdrive.

      “Maybe you need to slap him a little harder,” Craig said, still standing near the doorway. “Or better yet, I’d be happy to do the honors.” Moving forward, he burst out laughing when she glared at him over her shoulder.

      “Better yet, maybe I should slap you for just standing there and not offering to help me get him up and out of here!”

      Craig chuckled, glad to see the fire within her hadn’t burned out. Now this was the Toni he loved and missed.

      “And why would I do that? He’s your date.” He snapped his fingers. “As a matter of fact, I should really get to the party, maybe grab something to eat, dance a little and get my drink on.” He turned and walked back to the door.

      “Yikes!” Toni yelped. “Ronald, let me go.”

      Craig glanced back to see that Ronald had palmed Toni’s butt and had pulled her on top of him.

      “Ju…just lay heeere with me, baby,” he mumbled, his eyes still closed. “Ne…need sleep ri…right now. Big da…daddy will gi…give you some lovin—”

      “Ah, hell no!” With one long step, Craig reached for Toni’s elbow and pulled her to her feet. His first thought was to plant his size twelve on top of her date’s chest. Realizing that probably wouldn’t be the best idea, he lifted Ronald by the front of his shirt. “Get your ass up,” he growled.

      “Be careful, Craig! You’re going to hurt him.”

      Craig slammed him against the wall. “Oh, please, it’s not as if he can feel anything.” Craig wanted to knock him around for even being with Toni. The guy wasn’t so drunk that he didn’t know what he was doing when he planted his large hands on her butt.

      Ronald slurred something unintelligible, and Craig held him tighter against the wall, turning his head when he got a whiff of his offensive breath. Why in the heck was he even holding his punk-ass up?

      “Okay, since you have him standing, help me get him into the car.” Toni straightened the rug that was in front of the tub and headed for the door.

      “And then what?” Craig said through gritted teeth, not moving. “It’s not as if you’ll be able to get him out of the car and into his house. He’s twice your size and sloppy drunk.” The thought of Toni going anywhere with this man didn’t sit right with him. Whether he was wasted or not, there was no way Craig was allowing her to leave with him.

      Craig stole a glance at Toni, her bottom lip clasped between her teeth as if trying to decide what to do.

      “Maybe you can help me get him home.” Her voice was as timid as a puppy walking into a new home.

      Craig studied the woman before him. Her gorgeous brown eyes could make him do almost anything, but he refused to let her off that easy. “And why would I do that?”

      She stepped to him and jabbed her finger into his bicep. “Doesn’t this fall under your job duties as a police officer? Didn’t you vow to serve and protect?”

      “I’m off duty,” he cracked. “So, any serving and protecting is at my discretion and right now I don’t feel like helping you sneak this jerk away from your grandfather’s party. Besides, what would Mr. Jenkins think about your leaving his celebration so early? It’s not every day a man turns seventy-five.”

      “Aw, come on, Craig.” She stomped her foot like a two-year-old and grabbed hold of his arm, but quickly pulled her hands away, a glint of surprise in her eyes. She stepped back, and he suspected she felt the same spark of desire he felt, but she quickly recovered. “I need you. I mean, I need your help. Please do this for me.”

      Craig could never deny her anything, even when her request involved helping her handle some low-life who clearly wasn’t worth her efforts, but there was no way he wasn’t going to get something out of this.

      “I’ll help you on one condition. Have dinner with me.”
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      Toni leaned back and narrowed her eyes. “What?”

      “You heard me.” Craig readjusted Ronald against the wall, ignoring her date’s mumbling. “If you want me to help you get this bum home—to his house,” he emphasized, “then you have to agree to have dinner with me Friday night.”

      Toni hesitated. Intense hazel eyes, sprinkled with specks of green and laced with light brown, stared at her, awaiting her response. She would love to have dinner with him; heck, she’d love to spend the rest of her life with him, but there lay the problem. Craig already had the big house and the white picket fence, but he wanted the wife and the three-point-five kids to complete the fairytale. The problem in a nutshell was that he wanted her to be a part of that dream, and she couldn’t give him what he wanted.

      “I can’t believe you.” She glanced back at the bathroom door and then closed it. Returning her attention to Craig, she said, “After all we’ve been through, has it really come to this? You’re going to blackmail me into having dinner with you?”

      “Hey, if it means spending time with you, I’m not ashamed to do whatever I have to do. Besides, I don’t see it as blackmail. I see my request as being nothing more than a man, who is still in love with you, asking you out to dinner.” He shrugged. “But you can call my invitation whatever you want. I do know one thing, though. If you don’t make up your mind in the next five seconds, your drunk boyfriend here is going to find his ass back on the cold marble tile. So, what’s it going to be, sweetheart?”

      Toni scrunched up her face and twisted her lips into a frown. Could she have dinner with Craig and then just walk away? Walk away from the only man she’d ever loved? Walk away from a man who had the ability to make her heart rate triple and her body sizzle with just a look?

      Heck, occupying the same space with him now, his hot sexy body only inches from her and his unfaltering gaze appearing to look right through her was almost more than she could handle. How in the world would she be able to break bread with him and not want to jump his bones?

      She glanced at Ronald. She knew Craig well enough to know that if she said no, Ronald would hit the floor quicker than a hooker’s panties and Toni would be right back where she started. She wouldn’t be able to hide out in the bathroom for much longer, and the last thing she wanted was for her grandfather to get hold of Ronald—or her, for that matter.

      God! Why me?

      She finally threw up her hands. “Oh, all right. I’ll go out to dinner with you Friday, but I’m not going to enjoy myself!”
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      Toni snuggled deeper into the passenger seat of Craig’s BMW 428i; the soft leather wrapped around her like a silk cocoon on a cold winter’s night. She needed a new vehicle. The smooth ride of Craig’s car made her realize just how rough the ride was in her own truck.

      They headed back to her grandparents’ estate, neither of them saying much since dropping Ronald off at his house. It took everything she had not to steal another glance at Craig’s profile. She still couldn’t believe she was sitting next to him. Eight months was a long time to go without being able to stare into those sexy eyes that had unlocked her heart and soul a year and a half ago. Everything about him screamed “hot dreamy hunk” and the sheer essence of the man he was on the inside made him that much hotter.

      Realization dawned on her. If she could barely sit next to him in a car without wanting to leap onto his lap and have buck-wild sex with him, how the heck was she going to be able to have dinner with him and not fall back into his arms?

      “What in the hell were you doing with that jerk?” Craig glanced at her and then back at the road, gripping the steering wheel tight enough for Toni to notice the rippling muscles on his forearm. “Anyone who would get that drunk while at an event with his woman’s family is clearly not someone you want to be hanging out with.”

      Toni’s pulse sped up and she gritted her teeth. All thoughts of having sex with him flew out the window and were replaced with thoughts of wringing his neck.

      “It’s bad enough I have to put up with dating speeches from my cousins,” she said, her voice getting louder with each word. “There is no way I’m going to sit here and take dating advice from you.”

      “I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I just think you can do better. As a matter of fact, you have done better.” He jutted out his chin. The smug look on his face was like that of a hawk feasting on its latest conquest.

      “What are you trying to say? That I’m not capable of choosing a decent date? That no one can compare to you? So, what, you think you’re the only man worthy of spending time with me and my family?”

      He glanced at her again and frowned. “Well…yeah. Compared to that chump, Ronald, I’m frickin’ Prince Charming.”

      “Whatever.” Toni waved his comment off and huffed. She folded her arms across her chest and ran her hands up and down her bare arms. In her haste to leave the party, she’d left without her shawl. The temperature had plummeted into the forties, and it was hard to believe it was springtime.

      Craig shot her a look, and his eyes zoned in on her hands moving up and down her arms. He reached over and turned up the heat, grabbed his suit jacket from the back seat, and handed it to her.

      “Listen, I don’t want to argue with you. My only concern is your safety, and I don’t think going out with a guy like Ronald is a good idea.”

      Character is built by the choices we make.

      The words that had been lurking around in Toni’s head all evening traveled to the forefront of her mind as she stared out the passenger-side window. She blew out a breath and dropped her head against the headrest. What was wrong with her? She wasn’t some little hoochie who had to settle for any man that came along. Successful, handsome men approached her all the time.

      So why was she dating losers?

      She knew why. It started with trying to fix the hole in her heart and then it became more about choosing guys who were just out to have a good time, not those who wanted to get serious and settle down, like Craig.

      “So,” Craig cleared his throat, “have you been dating this Ronald guy long?”

      Toni could tell he tried to sound casual, but his voice was tense, almost strangled. His expression was anything but casual.

      “No,” she said absently. “We weren’t dating. I’ve gone out with him a couple of times, but nothing serious.” Closing her eyes, she fell back into what they once had—seamless conversation.

      Seconds later, her eyes popped opened. Hold up, why was she answering his questions? He no longer had a right to question what she did or whom she dated, even if a small part of her wanted him to know.

      “So, I guess that means you’re not seeing anyone seriously.” Craig’s voice held a hint of uncertainty, so unlike his take-charge personality.

      “I guess it does.” She turned her back to him and fully faced the passenger window as he arrived on her grandparents’ street. It was time to put an end to the direction that the conversation was going. The last thing she wanted was for Craig to think there was a chance for them to get back together.

      Toni shrugged off his jacket and returned it to the back seat with every intention of thanking him and then jumping out of the car, but then he touched her. A jolt of adrenaline whipped through her body and her heart rate kicked into double-time.

      Damn this man. The hold he had on her arm was gentle, yet firm. She stared down at his hand and then turned to face him.

      Those eyes. Eyes so beautifully intense reached down to the depths of her soul, and all the love she once felt for him came rushing back.

      Double-damn him.

      “Toni.” He swept a lock of her hair off her face and the back of his hand slid down her cheek. She leaned into his touch and her eyes fluttered closed.

      “I love you,” he said. “I know you don’t want to hear that, but I do. That means I care about your safety and, baby, I know guys like Ronald. They’re bad news.”

      Toni heard concern in his voice, but his words of love caressed her like a gentle summer breeze against her heated skin. She risked a glance at him and the heartrending tenderness of his gaze touched her from the top of her head to the soles of her feet.

      “I know.” She didn’t bother clarifying which statement she was agreeing to because both statements were true—Craig loved her and Ronald was bad news.

      “I’ll walk you to the door.”

      He strolled around to the passenger side of the car and opened her door, extending his hand to help her out of the vehicle. As they approached the house, his large hand settled comfortably around her smaller one while they walked around to the back entrance.

      Toni nodded to a few people exiting of the front entrance, not recognizing any of them. But the bass of the music bumped loud enough to be heard outside and it was safe to say the party was still going strong.

      When they neared the door, Craig squeezed her hand and stopped short.

      “I think I’ll say goodnight here.”

      Toni glanced down at their joined hands. How could something that felt so right be so wrong? She’d be the first to admit that they were perfect together in every way, except they wanted two different things. He wanted to have a family, and she couldn’t give him that.

      She eased her hand from his grip. “Craig, thanks for everything tonight. I know you didn’t have to help me with Ronald, but I appreciate that you did.”

      He shrugged. “I would say, ‘no problem, call me anytime you need help with one of your boyfriends,’ but I wouldn’t mean it. Actually, if I ever come face-to-face with another one of your dates, I’ll probably smash his face in.” His cocky tone sent a dizzying current racing through her. Or maybe it was the way his tempting mouth spat out the fighting words that made her pulse thump loudly in her ears.

      “You know since you’re here,” Toni glanced up at the house and then back at him, “maybe you should, um, come in. Have something to eat and get something to drink…if you want.”

      Without warning, he stepped forward and crushed his mouth over hers.

      A sexual stirring Toni hadn’t felt in months shot through her body like a tactical missile hurling toward its target. It was as if her arms had a mind of their own when they wrapped around his neck. Craig was never one for holding back on what he wanted, making it clear where he stood on a subject or a situation, and the passion behind this kiss left no doubt to what he wanted.

      And damned if she didn’t want it, too.

      The fierce pounding of her heart grew louder when he slipped his arm around her waist, drawing her closer, his tongue tangling with hers. She couldn’t pull away even if she wanted to. Their tongues danced to a familiar beat and a throaty moan slipped through her lips.

      God, she had missed him. His spicy citrus scent and the gentleness of his kiss lured her in like a butterfly to a marigold plant, reminding her of what she’d been missing. The voice of reason urged her to stop and get as far away from him as possible, but his kiss touched a longing inside her that brought back memories of their passionate lovemaking sessions. Sessions that lasted hours upon hours and left her exhausted, yet satisfied. No man had ever made her feel as desired and cherished as Craig, and she doubted anyone ever would.

      His hand traveled up her spine and stopped at the base of her neck where he gently pulled her even closer, his fingers lost in the thickness of her hair. Craig’s husky groan filled the air when he backed her up against the brick of the house. As his tongue continued to explore the inner recesses of her mouth, his erection pressed against her stomach.

      This was what she needed, what she craved…

      “Do you feel the effect you still have on me?” The roughness of his tone was a sure sign he was reaching the point of no return.

      “Mmm-hmm. It’s the same effect you’re having on me,” she said breathlessly, her own control teetering on the edge.

      He released her lips and her body protested until he lowered his head to her neck. The scorching kisses stoked the flame he had already started within her, and she gripped his shoulders unable to keep her lower body from grinding against him. Her mind screamed stop, but the moisture pooling between her thighs made her yearn for more. She grabbed a fist full of his shirt and pulled him back to her lips, missing the sweetness of his mouth against hers. The physical attraction was staggering; he still had the power to make her body come alive with just a kiss.

      “Really, TJ? Out here?”

      As if a tub of ice water were dumped on top of her head, an involuntary shiver gripped Toni’s body and her eyes flew open.

      Oh, crap.

      She pushed against Craig’s hard chest and slipped from his grasp. Her breath came in short spurts as she yanked down the hem of her dress that had mysteriously risen to just below her butt during their tongue aerobics. Though they were at least a foot apart, she felt as if Craig’s hands still caressed her body. Her cheeks heated at the thought of how far they almost went. How could she have gotten so caught up? All she needed was for one of her grandparents to catch her making out against their house while they entertained some of the state’s most important dignitaries.

      She stole a glance at her cousin Kevin, Jada’s brother, who had interrupted them, and was confused by the huge grin that broke out on his face.

      “Ah, man, Craig? Dude, I didn’t know that was you.” Kevin gave him a one-armed hug, slapping him on the back. “Man, where in the heck have you been? I thought you were one of TJ’s…uh…I mean…uh…are you two back together?”

      “No,” Toni responded quickly, her hand against her chest, still unable to bring her racing heart under control. “Craig helped me take care of something.”

      “Yeah, just helped her dump some trash.” Craig’s sex-charged voice and the raw desire she saw in his eyes reignited the flames in her body. She clearly had a problem when the man could just look at her and make her panties wetter. Shifting uncomfortably under the intensity of his stare, she glanced away.

      “Kevin?” A woman’s strained voice called from in front of the house.

      “I’ll be right there,” her cousin yelled. “All right, Craig, it was good seeing you, man. We’ll have to hook up and shoot some pool when you’re free.”

      “You know how to reach me.”

      They did the whole brother-man-hug thing and Toni wondered just how many members of her family Craig maintained contact with after they broke up.

      “Oh, and Toni, Uncle Joe and your mom said they want to see you before you leave tonight, and Grampa’s looking for you,” Kevin said over his shoulder. “Something about you explaining to him what happen to Gram’s plant.” He laughed as he walked away.

      Toni didn’t know which conversation would be worse: the one with her parents, or the one with her grandfather.

      “Now, where were we?” Craig’s arms snaked around her waist and he would have planted a kiss on her lips had she not punched him in the shoulder.

      “What?” He jerked back. His hand instinctively went to the offended appendage, though he probably barely felt the punch.

      “You know what!” she said through gritted teeth. “What the heck was that all about?”

      Craig threw up his hands and shrugged. “What? Kevin and I shoot pool sometimes and…”

      “Not that. I’m talking about that kiss.”

      A slow grin slid across his lips. “That was about me tasting you again. And I must say, you taste even sweeter than I remember.”

      He stepped toward her and she took a giant step back, her palms held out in front of her.

      “Craig, listen. I appreciate your help this evening, but I hope you don’t think that kiss meant anything. I’ll go to dinner with you Friday, but that’s all. You and I are friends. We can never be more than that.”

      “Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, but that kiss says we are a lot more than just friends.” He moved forward and cupped her chin, his lips only inches from hers. “I let you go once and it was the biggest mistake I ever made. Now that I’ve tasted you, I am going to work like hell to make you mine again.”

      He lowered his head and his mouth came down over hers. The sweet caress of his soft lips against hers pulled her into submission. She could feel the protective shield she’d carefully erected over her heart melt away. “And that’s a promise,” he said when he lifted his head.  “Come on, let’s go inside. I’m suddenly a little hungry.”
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      The sexy sway of Toni’s hips as she made her way toward the bathroom lured Craig’s attention away from the toast given on behalf of Steven Jenkins. Craig couldn’t get enough of Toni. He knew the moment he kissed her lips that he’d want more, but so far, he hadn’t had another opportunity, which was probably a good thing.

      She was the most stubborn woman he knew and she was holding on tight to the idea that they were just friends. Or at least, that’s what she’d been telling the family members who were bold enough to ask if they had gotten back together. She quickly told them no, but little did she know he had other plans.

      A huge round of applause drew Craig’s attention back to the front of the ballroom, where the family had set up a Plexiglas podium for those who wanted to say something about the patriarch of the Jenkins family.

      “Finally, I get to speak.” Steven Jenkins laughed when he strolled to the front of the room, the base of his voice as robust as the man himself. At over six feet tall, with mostly gray hair, skin the color of sandalwood, and a football-linebacker’s build, Steven Jenkins didn’t look a day over fifty. The admiration on the faces of the invited guests clearly showed that he was well respected.

      Craig spotted Toni the moment she reentered the room and headed his way. Everything about her screamed sexy, from her long flowing hair to her sensual strut. She might’ve been petite, but her aura shouted Amazon goddess.

      “What did I miss?” she asked, out of breath, and accepted the glass of white wine from Craig.

      “Not much. Your grandfather just started his speech,” Craig whispered close to her ear, fighting his sudden arousal brought on by her proximity and the delicate scent of her perfume.

      “Oh, good. I tried to hurry. I knew the moment I stepped out of the room he would go to the podium.”

      “As most of you know, family is everything to me,” Steven Jenkins said, leaning slightly against the podium, cool and confident. “I’m the proud father of seven children and fifteen wonderful grandchildren. But I can’t believe I’m seventy-five. I don’t feel a day over seventy-four.” Everyone laughed with him.

      “Seriously, though, I am so blessed to stand before you this evening. I know you came here to celebrate my birthday with me, but there are five young women here tonight whom I want to raise my glass to.”

      Craig heard Toni groan next to him. “You okay?” he asked, his hand against her back. Touching her reminded him of how good she felt in his arms earlier. Kissing and holding her again was like coming home.

      “I’m fine. He’s known for long-winded speeches and he’s good at embarrassing us. I’m hoping that he doesn’t do either tonight.” Since Toni didn’t step away, Craig kept his arm around her and enjoyed the feel of her body close to his.

      “Will you all lift your glasses with me? Though I love all of my grandchildren the same, I’d like to make a special toast to my five beautiful granddaughters who made this celebration possible. Peyton, Martina, Toni, Christina and Jada… I don’t see all of you right now,” he scanned the crowd, “but I’m sure you’re all here.”

      “We’re here, Grampa,” Jada yelled from the other side of the room.

      “Good, because I want you all to know that I am so proud of you ladies. Not only do you all do a fine job of overseeing the family business, but thank you for this wonderful birthday celebration.” He glanced around the room at his party guests. “I know my family, especially my grandchildren, get sick of my speeches about integrity, character, and family first, but it does me proud when they take heed of what I’ve said and have all grown up to be upstanding citizens.” He paused when everyone clapped.

      “Tonight, someone asked me what I was most proud of. I’d have to say I’m most proud of my family. The Jenkins Clan, as many have referred to us over the years, is also my biggest accomplishment.”

      “Hey!” Toni’s grandmother, Katherine Jenkins piped in. “You didn’t raise them by yourself.” Laughter flowed throughout the room and even more so when Steven Jenkins reached for his wife and she swatted playfully at his hand before joining him at the podium.

      Craig had always admired the Jenkins family. The love they had for one another was evident whenever he was around them. And Steven Jenkins took his role as patriarch very seriously, making sure to always be there whenever his family needed him.

      “They’re something aren’t they?” Toni leaned into him, tears of joy in her eyes.

      “Yeah, they are.” He rubbed his hand up and down her arm and kissed the top of her hair. “And so are you.” She stiffened in his arm and glanced up at him.

      “Craig.” Her tone held a warning, but he ignored it. No matter what she said or thought, they were getting back together.

      “Craig nothing; I’m just stating a fact.” He held her gaze.

      “Listen, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about you and me this evening.” She pulled out of his grasp and he dropped his arm to his side. “I appreciate everything you did for me tonight and I’m really glad you came to the party, but this doesn’t change a thing.”

      “Okay,” is all he said. He returned his attention to the front of the room and sipped from his glass of scotch, undeterred by her words. Surely, she knew that when his lips touched hers earlier, she became his again. A gust of determination flowed through him and he was more intent than ever to put an end to their separation. He didn’t know what it would take, but Toni would be his wife before the end of the year.

      “Please raise your glasses with me again,” Steven Jenkins said and wrapped his free arm around his wife’s shoulder and placed a kiss against her temple. He returned his attention to his guests. “On my birthday, I celebrate family. Here’s to family loyalty and love that grows deeper with every breath we take.”

      I’ll drink to that. Craig sipped from his glass and noticed Toni had taken a timid sip from hers.

      Exhilaration pumped through his veins at the thought of them reuniting. She didn’t know it yet, but the two of them together again…was only a matter of time.
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      “Now you know you can’t come in here unless you have my nephew with you,” Craig said when he opened his front door.

      “Don’t you see my hands are full?” his brother, Derek, countered. “So, open the damn door and quit playin’.”

      Craig laughed and stepped back to let his brother into the house, grabbing one of the suitcases that dangled from his hand. “Seriously, though, where’s li’l man? And why does it look like you’re moving in for weeks instead of just a few days?”

      “Jason’s at daycare.” Derek headed for the stairs, already knowing which room he would claim during his stay. “And I have all of this junk because your nephew insisted on bringing tons of movies for you and him to watch, as well as every toy he owns.”

      Once he stepped into the bedroom, he dropped the bags onto the bench at the foot of the bed. “Oh, and I almost strangled that kid this morning.” He turned to Craig and accepted the suitcase that he’d carried. “He pitched a fit when I took him to daycare, thanks to you.”

      “What? What did I do?”

      “He claimed he couldn’t go to daycare today because you were waiting for him. I literally had to carry that boy into the center, kicking and screaming.”

      Craig threw his head back and laughed. He always enjoyed his brother’s stories about Jason, who was smarter than most three-year-old children. As a single parent, Derek had proved without a doubt that fathers could raise kids on their own, providing their child with a nurturing and loving environment despite it not being a two-parent home.

      After one year of marriage, Derek divorced his wife, fought for custody of their only son, and won. Craig couldn’t see the outcome going any other way and nor could the judge, once he considered Derek’s ex-wife had abandoned him and their son when Jason was six months old. She claimed that marriage and raising kids were too much work.

      Craig didn’t care how much work marriage and parenting took, he wanted a family and he wanted that family with Toni. He had always pictured himself married with kids by the time he was thirty. He missed that goal by a year, but this year, that marriage goal would be a reality.

      “Hey, holler if you need anything,” Craig said from the bedroom doorway. “I’ll be downstairs making breakfast.”

      “I’m right behind you.”

      “So, how’s business?” Craig pulled eggs, onions, mushrooms, and tomatoes from the refrigerator and placed them on the center island.

      “Not bad. I just signed a nice contract with Lexington Technology. I’m drawing up the plans for a remodel of the second and third floors of their downtown location.”

      “Ah, man, that’s cool.” They shared a fist bump and Craig pulled a pack of bacon out of the refrigerator. “I guess becoming a freelance architect is paying off. That’s your third big project this year.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s working out a lot better than I expected.” He grabbed a couple of mugs from the cabinet near the sink and poured cups of coffee for him and Craig. “But enough about me how was Steven Jenkins’ birthday party Saturday? Did you see Toni?”

      “I did.” He told his brother about Ronald, and how he found him braced against the wall in the bathroom, with Toni and Jada looming over him. Craig had to laugh himself when he recalled the look on Toni’s face when he showed up.

      Derek shook his head. “Toni never ceases to amaze me with the crazy stuff she gets caught up in. Both her and Jada dragging this guy around the house? I would have paid money to see that.” He sipped his black coffee. “Those two together probably don’t weigh as much as that guy, yet they were able to get him to the bathroom.”

      “I know, man. That goes to show you can’t judge them by their looks.” Craig placed an omelet in front of his brother. “You think Jason keeps you on your toes, I feel the same way about Toni. I never told you half the stuff she roped me into when we were dating.”

      “You two are actually perfect for each other, a good balance. You can provide her with stability and keep her out of trouble. She can add some fun to your life, loosen you up a little.”

      Craig held his coffee mug between his hands and stared into the dark liquid. “Yeah, we are perfect for each other.”

      His thoughts veered sharply to the memory of his lips touching her soft mouth. He intended to give her a quick kiss goodbye, but that well-intended friendly kiss quickly spiraled into a lip-lock session that he would remember for days to come. Craig couldn’t explain the powerful hold she had on him. All he knew was that he wanted her back.

      Before Cynthia was killed, they had dated for three years and at the time of her death, they were engaged. But not once did he remember his pulse racing whenever she was within five feet of him. Or his throat going dry whenever he saw her in a sexy outfit. And never had he wanted to make love to her so badly that he was willing to forgo all common sense and take her up against a brick house.

      Which is exactly what he would’ve done to Toni had her cousin not interrupted.

      He blew out a breath and removed his sweaty palms from around his coffee mug before he swiped them down his pant legs. He could still feel her against his body, taste her sweet lips…

      Craig sat back in his seat. He inhaled and then exhaled deeply a few times until his heart rate returned to normal.

      “So,” his brother strung out the word, studying him as if he knew where Craig’s thoughts were for the past few minutes. “Did you get a chance to talk to Toni about getting back together?”

      Craig cleared his throat and leaned forward; his elbows planted firmly on the table. “Well, she knows my feelings for her haven’t changed, yet she’s still fighting the thought of us being together.” He traced the curve of the oversized coffee mug handle. “But I’m going to work like crazy to prove to her that we’re a perfect fit and that I’m not going anywhere.”

      His brother grinned. “And how are you going to do that, especially since you’re technically still a cop?”

      “I’m a detective and that’s different than being a cop. Besides, my gut tells me that although she used my being a cop as an excuse to break up, there’s something else keeping her from me. I just have to figure out what that something is.”

      “Well…” Derek lifted his coffee mug for a toast, “I hope you two can find your way back to each other. She’d make a perfect sister-in-law.”

      They tapped their mugs together. “I agree.”
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      Toni pulled into Jenkins & Sons Construction parking lot in no mood to do anything.

      Her two days off were a welcome break, but didn’t erase the memories of the weekend. Her anticipated fun-and-relaxing long weekend was anything but after dealing with Ronald and Craig Saturday night. If that were not
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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