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				One


				It was a beautiful August day when Jenna Gaines said aloud, “I did it!” Laughing as tears streamed down her face, she slowly mounted the porch stairs not to a brand-new house but to her first real home.

				The week had seemed to fly past, first with packing her tiny apartment in Greenwich Village, then going out with coworkers for dinner on Wednesday to celebrate her thirty-first birthday. A tall, striking, African-American beauty with caramel-toned skin, shoulder-length, dark brown, naturally wavy curls that framed her face, and large, hazel eyes, Jenna turned heads wherever she went. What a celebration it had been, her last day as a stockbroker and financial adviser on Wall Street.

				She was tired, but it was the best kind of tired, because she had accomplished nearly everything she’d set out to do. With her dated car packed to the brim, she had set out early Thursday morning on the long drive back to her hometown of Detroit, Michigan, hopeful she would arrive ahead of the movers with her things. And she’d made it.

				Jenna’s hands shook as she tried and failed twice before successfully inserting the key into the locked front door. She raced inside to punch in the alarm’s security code.

				“I’m home!” she cried as she took in the hardwood floors, the large stone fireplace in the living room, and the curved picture window that faced the street.

				But it wasn’t about the beauty of a dining room that opened onto a small bricked patio and generous backyard. It wasn’t just the small but charming kitchen that put a smile on her face. Jenna loved every square inch of the one-story home’s nice-sized bedrooms and the small bonus room she planned to use as her home office.

				It had taken years of hard work and sacrifices, all of which she’d done on her own. Having grown up in foster care, she was used to living modestly. What mattered was that she was finally where she belonged. Despite her fatigue, she couldn’t hold in her excitement.

				Soon she would be starting her dream job, teaching economics as a professor at her former college, University of Detroit-Mercy, where she had obtained both her undergraduate and her master’s degrees.

				It had taken four tough years in New York to make it happen, working at a well-paid job she’d hated, saving as much as she’d been able while investing wisely and finishing a doctorate. While all those accomplishments were extremely important, they didn’t fill her to the point of bursting with happiness. The knowledge that she’d put her final goal into motion before she’d left New York had been like putting the finishing touch on a special cake.

				At last Jenna had saved enough money to do what she had been longing to do for most of her life. Finally she would be able to follow her dream of reuniting her family. She hadn’t seen her twin sister, Lenna, since they were five, or their older brother, Lincoln, since he was six.

				Their father had left the family first, but when the state had been unable to find their mother when she’d left them alone, the Gaines children had been separated and placed in different homes. There hadn’t even been a wayward relative to care for them. After years of searching, Jenna had learned that her siblings had both been adopted, while she’d remained in the foster care system until she was eighteen.

				Jenna didn’t resent her circumstances. In fact, she felt she had been fortunate. She had been placed in a good foster home. Mrs. Frances Green had been a wonderful foster care mother for the three little girls left in her care. Jenna, Sherri Ann Weber, and Laura Murdock had all been blessed with that special woman’s care.

				Jenna had often wondered why Mrs. Green had not adopted them. She suspected it was because of her advanced age. Most important was that Mrs. Green had loved and cared for them and kept them safe and off the streets. She was a remarkable woman, who had also inspired in them a will to succeed despite the odds against them.

				At last, Jenna was back in Detroit, where she could be with her two very best friends and foster care sisters. The three had labeled themselves “fierce and fearless.” They’d refused to let their circumstances—being abandoned by the ones who should have cared for them—defeat or define them.

				Yes, Jenna had been forced to make sacrifices over the years, including turning her back on the love of her life. She’d concentrated on her education and not letting anything—or anyone, for that matter—prevent her from obtaining her goals. And she wouldn’t stop until she found her family. Someday soon there would be a Gaines family reunion.

				“It won’t be long now,” Jenna reassured herself as she went out to the car and found the box of cleaning supplies she’d brought with her. Hard work never hurt anyone, she decided with a determined sigh. Box by box she began unloading her car, bringing everything inside. Then she set to work cleaning.

				The move back was only the beginning of a new life. She had so much to look forward to, no reason to look back to the time when she had been young and in love, foolishly listening to her heart and not using her head. She’d made mistakes. But that was all behind her.

				When the movers pulled up to the house, she took it as a sign that everything would be fine. Things were going her way. Jenna had no regrets. She’d done what was best for her and not hurt anyone in the process.

				She was beat by the time she finally climbed into her own freshly made bed that night. Her joy in her new job and pride in owning her very own home had not diminished. Jenna had come full circle. She was back where it had all begun.

				“Jenna? Jenna Gaines, is that really you?”

				Jenna didn’t immediately move from where she was standing in the busy department store, selecting throw pillows to complement her drapes. Just for an instant, she found herself wondering how she could feel both happiness and dread at the same time.

				Slowly, she turned, her smile genuine. “Taylor! How are you?”

				Holding onto a baby stroller, Taylor Hendricks-Williams squealed with pleasure as she gave Jenna a one-armed hug. “It’s so good to see you. Where have you been? I’ve tried to reach you so many times over the years. Are you back in Detroit for good?”

				Jenna returned the warm squeeze, deeply touched by the other woman’s love and thoughtfulness. They’d always had so much in common, both being high achievers who valued family.

				“You look wonderful. And yes, I’m back. What about you and Donald? Are you here for a visit? And who is this?”

				Thrilled to see each other after so many years, the two women laughed when they realized they were talking at the same time, asking but not answering any questions. At one time, they had been very close.

				“You go first,” Taylor prompted.

				As much as Jenna loved and admired Taylor, she didn’t welcome the reminders of the man Taylor brought to mind. Her younger brother, Scott Hendricks, was the man Jenna had once loved with her whole heart.

				Jenna knew it wouldn’t be long until Taylor asked the question she didn’t want to answer, or until she was told details that she would rather not know. Over the years, Jenna had gotten good at pushing away thoughts of her ex-love. She wanted to keep it that way.

				“So tell me about this beautiful little doll baby?” Jenna dropped down to get a better look at the sleeping infant.

				Taylor beamed. “Our daughter, Brianna. She’s four months. We also have a son, Donnie, who’s five years old.” She practically bubbled with happiness.

				Jenna had been Taylor’s maid of honor when she’d married the professional basketball player Donald Williams more than ten years ago. It had been a beautiful wedding, but it had taken all Jenna’s strength to hide her own unhappiness that day. Since breaking off her relationship with Scott, she’d avoided him as much as possible. She hadn’t seen him in years.

				“Taylor, that’s wonderful. Are you back in Detroit for good?”

				She nodded. “Yes, we’ve been back for almost two years. After Donald retired from the Bulls, there was nothing keeping us there. The Detroit area has always been home. How about you?”

				Jenna admitted, “I recently returned to the city to start teaching economics at our alma mater, University of Detroit-Mercy.”

				“Oh, Jenna! That is great. You got your PhD?”

				“Yes, I’m Dr. Gaines now. I was living, working, and going to school in New York City for the last four years.”

				“I am so proud of you.” Taylor hugged her. “You’ve reached all your educational goals! And that is saying a lot, having started out as a foster kid.”

				Jenna beamed, deeply touched, for she knew how sincerely the praise was given. “That means a lot to me coming from you,” she replied. “You were always so supportive. I’ve missed you so much.”

				“Me, too. It has been so long, too long.”

				The two looked into each other’s eyes with sadness. They’d let the breakup come between them. They’d both missed out on so much of each other’s lives. Jenna learned that Taylor had also gotten her master’s and PhD. The two beamed, proud of each other.

				“Do you have a half hour or so?” Taylor asked hopefully. “Can we go to the food court, to talk and catch up on each other’s news?”

				Jenna didn’t have the heart to say no. She wanted to tell Taylor about her job and her hopes of finding her family. And she wanted to hear about Taylor’s time in Chicago, her career goals, and her new home.

				This was Taylor. She had always been kind to Jenna and treated her like family, which meant the world to Jenna. The last thing she wanted to do was hurt Taylor’s feelings.

				“Yes, let’s go. But I need to pay for these pillows. Be right back.” Jenna headed for the cashier.

				The mall was busy with the typical Saturday afternoon crowd, many of whom were shopping for back-to-school clothes. Jenna’s mind, however, wasn’t on the crowd. Seeing Taylor had been like a warm hug, making Jenna feel as if she really was back home. She’d been away so long and was acutely aware of what she’d left behind. The hug had also left her feeling melancholy.

				Memories she’d firmly pushed aside had returned tenfold when she’d driven through the neighborhood where she’d grown up and seen the old elementary and middle school she’d attended.

				If only all the memories were that uncomplicated. She’d also seen the apartment building near campus where she had lived with Scott for a short time. Those bittersweet memories had overwhelmed her, until she’d forced herself to keep on driving and not stop. And now she was here with Scott’s older sister.

				“Ready,” Jenna said, even though her thoughts were filled with doubts of a past best left forgotten. Looking back would only bring back the pain and heartache. She didn’t want to remember, but instead of making an excuse, she walked at Taylor’s side and asked, “How are your parents?”

				Taylor slowed before she revealed, “My father passed two years ago.”

				“I’m so sorry. I had no idea,” Jenna said, saddened.

				Taylor nodded her understanding. “He had suffered with breathing problems for years. And he went easily in his sleep.”

				Jenna recalled that Taylor and Scott’s parents had moved to Florida because of their father’s severe asthma. Taylor, just out of college herself, had taken over caring for the then fifteen-year-old Scott so that he could finish high school in their hometown with his friends.

				Jenna couldn’t help wondering how Scott had taken the loss. They had been a close-knit family, and he had been especially close to his father. One of the things that had attracted Jenna to Scott was his love of family. Although she wondered about him, Jenna didn’t feel she had the right to ask about Scott, considering she’d been the one to end their engagement.

				Taylor went on to say, “My mother has also moved back to Detroit. She refused to move in with us, but she lives right next door. Donald’s brother and sister also live nearby. I like the idea of my kids growing up around family.”

				“That’s wonderful.” Jenna had to bite her lip to keep from saying Scott’s name. Deciding a change of topic was necessary, she approached the entrance to the food court and said, “It looks like we’ll be lucky to get a table.”

				“Do you remember how we used to have lunch at the tiny cafe across from the university? I wonder if it’s still there?” Taylor asked with a smile.

				Jenna nodded. “Sure is.”

				They found a table near the outlet of a popular pizza parlor. Both of them ignored their menu and ordered antipasto salad, pizza, and a soft drink.

				Once they were seated, Taylor reached into a large tote bag and pulled out a small digital photo album. “I won’t bore you, I promise, but I want you to see our son. He looks like his dad.”

				“Taylor, he’s so cute. And you’re right, he does look like Donald,” Jenna laughed. Glancing through the album, she nearly bit her tongue when she saw a smiling Scott holding his little niece and nephew. Time had been good to him. He was even better-looking, even with a clean-shaven head. Naturally, she’d seen photos of him in news and gossip magazines over the years, but this time was more jarring, perhaps because she knew Taylor was looking on.

				Schooling her features, Jenna forced a smile. “The children are beautiful, Taylor. You have a wonderful family.”

				“Thanks, Jenna,” Taylor said. “Tell me about you. You said you’re back from New York. Why the Big Apple?”

				“You know I’ve always been goal oriented. New York was just the means to obtain my goal. I needed to make as much money as I could and finish my doctorate. I did both. It was tough, but I landed a job working as a financial adviser and stockbroker on Wall Street.”

				“Wow, I’m impressed! But I’m not surprised. You’ve always been a determined young woman.”

				Jenna laughed, “Some would call it hardheaded. But yes, even when I was little, I loved school and wanted to learn all I could.”

				Taylor said, “Tell me about you. Have you been able to locate your family?”

				“You remembered,” Jenna smiled. “Not yet, but I haven’t given up on finding my brother or my twin sister. Finally I’ve been able to take the most important step. I hired a private investigator to help me.”

				Taylor clasped Jenna’s hand. “That is wonderful news. I know it has been a long wait, but I admire the fact you never gave up.”

				“Giving up was never an option,” Jenna replied candidly. She’d always dreamed of being reunited with her siblings. She’d refused to let fears or doubts hold her back. Despite the lost years, she’d clung to hope it was not too late.

				She had set her course a long time ago. Now that her education was finally behind her, the future looked bright with promise.

				She didn’t like to remember the weak moment when she’d wavered. At the time, she had been so caught up in her love for Scott, the college basketball star, that she’d actually considered putting her educational and personal plans on hold in order to follow him around the country like a lost puppy.

				He’d just been drafted into the NBA; his dream had come true and his future had soared toward the stars. He’d asked her to come with him to give him a year of her undivided attention. After the year, if she still wanted to return to school, he would pay for her education. Thank goodness her common sense had kicked in before she had actually married the man.

				At the time she had told herself that she was glad it had not worked out for them. If she had done what he’d asked, she wouldn’t have been true to herself. The last thing she’d needed was to spend her life following a man around while her dreams were being ignored.

				How long would it have been before his career goals became more important than hers? What about babies? Everything would change when they came. Jenna had once longed for Scott’s babies, a family of her own, but she’d also had her own set of priorities. When he’d decided to join the NBA he had broken his promise to her and his family. She’d finally recognized that they’d no longer shared the same hopes for the future.

				Shocked to find she was shaking from the intensity of her emotion, Jenna forced herself to focus on something else. She watched the tender way Taylor bottle-fed her beautiful baby girl. Taylor was a wonderful mother, but her life was vastly different from Jenna’s. Taylor had a man who loved her and put her first. Donald hadn’t asked her to turn her back on her dreams so he could pursue his own.

				When Jenna and Scott had recognized what they’d meant to each other—that they’d wanted to spend their lives together—they’d vowed to wait until after graduation to marry. They’d also vowed to keep their plans between the two of them. Scott’s decision to join the NBA had changed all that. Jenna hadn’t been the one to break their pledge. She’d only done what had been right for her. Scott hadn’t liked her decision any more than she’d liked his.

				Well, that was a long time ago. Here she was sitting with his sister, not saying what needed to be said. How long was she going to force Taylor to keep on pretending she didn’t have a brother?

				Taking a deep breath, Jenna asked, “How is Scott?”

			

		

	
				

				Two


				“He’s fine. I don’t know if you heard that he retired from the NBA. He’s put basketball behind him,” Taylor replied with a smile.

				“It was all over the news last spring. It would be impossible not to know,” Jenna said. Suddenly she found herself asking, “Why did he quit? He was still healthy from what I’ve read.” Then Jenna blushed, knowing perfectly well that it wasn’t her concern.

				“That was the whole point. Scott wanted to stop at the peak of his career. He’s reached his goals, got the championship ring. Deciding it was time to leave, he went into business with Donald and his brothers. Plus, he has other successful investments. Scott has done extremely well financially.”

				Jenna nodded, having heard more than enough. She wanted Taylor to stop before she started on his personal life. Her heart still ached when she heard about the beautiful women in his life. Jenna rushed on to say, “Good for him. I always knew he would be successful. Please give him my best.”

				Jenna sipped her drink, hoping that subject was closed. She didn’t enjoy reading about him in the tabloids or newspapers. Nor did she like to see his photo in some gossip magazine with yet another gorgeous woman on his arm. It was surprising that he hadn’t been engaged or married with a house full of babies. She warned herself it was only a matter of time until Scott was taken. He had it all, in one devastatingly handsome package ... money, fame, and sex appeal.

				Thank goodness they’d both moved on with their lives. It would be a wonder if that man even remembered her name, considering the number of women in his life.

				Enough! If she wasn’t careful, she would be back to recalling the hard strength of his muscular body, his thoughtfulness, and the generous spirit that made him unique.

				Back in the day, she had never had to worry about sharing him, because he’d let it be known they’d belonged to each other. Her competition had come not from other coeds but from the NBA. It had all been over for them once the professional basketball league had entered their lives.

				No more! Asking about Scott had been a huge mistake. Maybe Laura and Sherri Ann were right. Perhaps it was time for her to stop the casual dates and get serious about finding a new man.

				Taylor said candidly, “I know I shouldn’t say this, but I’m still disappointed that things didn’t work out for you and Scott. You were so good for him, Jenna.”

				Jenna shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Let’s not go there. What Scott and I had belongs in the past. Thank goodness we’ve both gotten over it and gone on with our lives.”

				“I understand. Wouldn’t it be great if you two could end up being friends, though? Scott has moved back to Detroit, too, and he’ll be working on finishing his degree in chemistry. He wants to keep the promise he made to our parents.”

				“Scott’s going to finish at U of D-Mercy?”

				Taylor beamed. “Yes. You might even run into each other on campus.”

				While Jenna’s heart sank, she kept her smile firmly in place. “Good for him. I imagine your mother is pleased.”

				She wanted to scream. It wasn’t fair! He could have finished college anywhere. Why did he have to come back now? She didn’t want to have to look over her shoulder, afraid of running into her ex everywhere she went on campus. What a nightmare!

				Taylor went on to say, “You aren’t wearing an engagement or wedding ring. Are you seeing someone special?”

				Jenna hadn’t recovered from the news that Scott was in Detroit. It took her a moment to switch subjects. She laughed, saying, “I’ve only been back in Detroit a few weeks. Give me a little time.”

				“There are men in New York, you know. I’m sorry, Jenna! It’s none of my business.” Taylor squeezed her hand. “But I want you to have the same kind of happiness that Donald and I share.” It was evident from the contented smile on her face that they were still very much in love.

				Knowing she couldn’t take much more of this trip down memory lane, Jenna glanced at her wristwatch. “Taylor, it has been great seeing you again. But I’m afraid I have to go.” She leaned over and kissed the baby’s forehead. “Take care of this precious baby girl. She is beautiful, just like her mama.”

				Taylor reached into her generous tote bag and pulled out a small notepad and pen. “Don’t rush off until you give me your number.”

				“Of course,” Jenna murmured as she quickly jotted down her number and took Taylor’s. Then she kissed Taylor’s cheek, grabbed her shopping bags, and hurried away, waving good-bye.

				Scott Hendricks was not sure which had awakened him—the pounding in his head or the bitterness of his sour stomach. He groaned. After he managed to open and focus his bloodshot eyes, he realized that it was the banging on his front door, not the pounding in his head, that was the source of the offense.

				He swore heatedly, then wished he hadn’t bothered. The sound of his own voice made his head hurt even more. One glance around the room confirmed that he hadn’t made it to bed last night. Evidently, he’d fallen asleep in the recliner in the den.

				Realizing that the noise wasn’t going to stop until he did something about it, he dragged himself to his feet to lumber down the hall of the large six-bedroom house.

				“Shut up that fuss!” he yelled, then winced in pain. After disengaging the alarm, then the lock, he yanked the front door open. He glared down from his six-feet-eight-inch height at his older sister. “What are you doing here at this time of the morning?”

				“Hello, little brother,” Taylor frowned at him.

				Scott squinted from the bright sunlight. “Don’t you have a family to bother?” Not waiting for an answer, he padded on bare feet along the hardwood flooring back toward the den, where he spent most of his time. It was one of the three rooms that had been furnished in the large house; the others were the master bedroom and the kitchen. He fought the urge to cradle his aching head in his hands, knowing it wouldn’t help.

				After pushing the door closed, Taylor struggled with three grocery bags as she followed her brother toward the back of the gorgeous, but nearly empty, home. “Did you say morning? It is one thirty in the afternoon, Scott Hendricks. What’s wrong, little brother? Head hurt? Good! It serves you right for drinking like there is no tomorrow,” she snapped unsympathetically.

				One look in the den told Taylor all she needed to know. “You’re a cheap drunk,” she accused, scanning the empty imported beer bottles on every available surface. “This has got to stop!” she yelled. “It looks as if you didn’t even bother to go to bed last night.” Then she switched to pleading. “Scott, what’s wrong? You’ve been going downhill ever since you moved back. Why are you throwing your life away like this?”

				“If you came over here to preach, go home,” he tossed at her as he made his way toward the master suite on the east side of the house.

				She yelled, “I’m not going anywhere until I’ve talked some sense into you!”

				“You don’t have to buy my groceries. I do know my way to the store.”

				“Really? My guess is, you don’t have a thing in that refrigerator other than beer.”

				“Go home,” he said, slamming his bedroom door behind him. He swore beneath his breath but heard her say that she was putting on some coffee, and he’d better drink it.

				Scott’s head hurt so bad he could hardly think. Judging by the determination in his sister’s voice, he knew she wasn’t going anywhere until they’d talked.

				He grumbled aloud, “Maybe she’d make herself useful and throw a couple eggs in the skillet.”

				He didn’t bother to glance around his large, disheveled bedroom. Instead he headed to the bathroom. He stripped down and flung his faded jeans and old U of D-Mercy T-shirt onto the growing pile of dirty clothes beside the full hamper. He was grateful when he found a clean bath towel in the nearly empty linen closet.

				The impressive, nearly empty house was a mess, and it suited him just fine. It fit his current lifestyle. After emptying his bladder, he walked into the oversized marble shower stall. He grunted with appreciation when the multi-head feature sent hot water pounding full blast over his tired, aching body. It felt good. He released a sigh as the water soothed the pain in his head and joints. He felt closer to eighty than his thirty years.

				“Why can’t she stay out of it?” he grumbled aloud, knowing exactly what to expect from his older sister. Taylor was used to taking care of him. But she wasn’t going to let it go. What could he say?

				He had no excuse for abusing his body this way. Rather than deal with what was bothering him, he’d tried to drown in a tidal wave of imported beer. Talk about stupid! Yeah, he’d known it would be hard, but he hadn’t realized just how bad it would be until he’d made the colossal mistake of moving back to his hometown.

				Nearly eleven years ... a long time. He hadn’t even seen it coming when he’d sold his house in L.A. He had enough female friends to distract and keep him occupied, so there were no seemingly endless nights. During the past ten years he only came back for public appearances or basketball clinics during the summers for the kids. A quick few days. There had been no reason to return until his father had died and his family had moved back to the area two years ago. Losing his father had forced him to think about the importance of keeping his word. The time was right.

				Now that he was back, his life was falling apart, and his big sister wanted to talk about his problem. She acted as if it could be patched with a kiss and a Band-Aid. Unfortunately, he didn’t fully understand what was causing him so much pain.

				What was he doing? When had he lost control? Why did he feel as if he’d been run over by a freight train? What in the hell was there to talk about?

				He was supposed to be happy! He’d done every single thing he had set out to do. He was retired with more money than he would ever need or want, but most important, he had quit the game he loved while he’d been at the top. He’d gone out a champion. Sure, he had his share of aches and pains, but nothing serious.

				From the first, he’d been surprisingly good at both making money and hanging onto it. He’d invested wisely, including putting money into his brother-in-law’s business. That investment had turned out to be highly profitable without his having to show his face. Despite the economy, his business interests were doing extremely well. Life was supposed to be good.

				Ten years and he still hadn’t fulfilled the promise he’d made to his family when he’d signed with the Charlotte Hornets. He hadn’t finished what he started, hadn’t gotten his degree. It was something he’d always intended to do, and he’d worked toward it during the off-seasons. He was close, only five classes away. He could do it in a year. For sentimental reasons, he’d let his family talk him into returning home and going to Uof D-Mercy. His old stomping ground.

				Why was being back causing him such problems? He’d gotten over the breakup years ago. Yet since his return, the memories of that failed relationship bombarded him, consuming his daylight hours and entering his dreams. He’d tried, but he couldn’t forget what he’d lost when he’d packed his bags and left Detroit.

				For so long pro basketball hadn’t been just an occupation to him; it was how he had defined himself. Even his dreams of owning his own pharmaceutical company had paled as his basketball career had soared straight to the top. He had been good. He had been named MVP and had an NBA championship ring to prove it.

				He’d started as one of the top draft picks at twenty, instinctively knowing it was where he’d belonged. He had no regrets about his choices. When he’d quit college, he hadn’t meant to disappoint anyone—certainly not his parents or Taylor. It was his life, his choice.

				What he hated was the effect that decision had had on his personal life. It had shattered a future he’d believed was rock solid. The past was what had been haunting him last night, what had him drinking nearly every night since he’d settled in.

				A half hour later, he joined his sister in the sunny kitchen. He wasn’t surprised to see that she had loaded and started the dishwasher or cleaned the table and granite countertops of the spacious kitchen.

				Taylor was nothing if not efficient. She kept her own home running smoothly. Donald was a very lucky man. He had also retired from the game, but Donald had it all. He had two beautiful children and a woman he loved and knew was in love with him, not his bank balance.

				Scott had never had that assurance. Well, that was not exactly true. There was a time in his life when he’d known without a doubt that one special woman had loved him—the man and not the basketball star. Unfortunately, it had ended badly.

				These days, the women who ran him down were more interested in what he could provide than in what he thought and felt—or even what type of man he’d become. It was okay with him, since marriage was no longer a priority.

				“Good, you made coffee,” Scott said as he filled a white mug with black coffee. He dropped heavily into one of the chairs positioned around an oak table that sat in front of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a spacious backyard and a lake beyond.

				“What’s with all the drinking? It’s not like you. What’s wrong?” Taylor asked from where she cracked eggs into a mixing bowl at the center island.

				“Did you come to preach? I’ve heard it before. Give it a rest.”

				“I’m serious, Scott. Ever since you returned to Detroit, you haven’t been yourself. I don’t like it,” she cried out, tears slipping from sad, dark eyes.

				Scott went over and gave her a hug. “Please, don’t! I’m not worth it.” He swallowed with difficulty.

				“How can you say something like that? You are my brother, and I love you.” She brushed away tears.

				“Come on, Sis, quit the water works. How are the kids? How is Donald?”

				She smiled at the mention of her family. “Donald is at the office, and he is fine.”

				“Where are the kids? Don’t tell me you left them with a sitter?” He went back to the table and retrieved his steaming mug.

				“Donnie’s in school and Brianna’s with Mama.” She stared into the bowl of eggs she’d been whipping before she said, “Our mother is also worried about you. We all are.”

				“Aw, Sis. That’s low.”

				“If you’re bored, you can go and work with Donald. You own a sizeable part of the company.”

				“I’m not bored.”

				“Then what?”

				Brother and sister were close. Time and distance hadn’t changed that. Their years of living together while she’d been single, and he a teenager, had strengthened their bond. They weren’t just brother and sister; they were also friends.

				When he ignored her question and sipped from his cup, Taylor sighed heavily.

				“I thought you liked this house, but you haven’t done a thing to it since you moved in. When are you going to buy some furniture? Just look at this place. You’re living in a million-dollar pigpen. What happened to that housekeeper you hired?”

				“I fired her. I don’t need anyone. I can take care of my own home.”

				“Really? And you are doing a fine job on your own, oink-oink!” she threw back sarcastically, missing her brother’s quick grin. “There was not a clean spot in the whole kitchen ... a beautiful modern kitchen that any woman would love to work in. It’s a shame, too. I had to clean before I could cook. Not one clean dish in the entire place.” She paused to catch her breath before she asked, “By the way, when was the last time you ate a home-cooked meal? Not recently,” she went on to say, “judging by the stack of take-out cartons I shoved into the trash.”

				“What difference does it make as long as I eat? When did you get so picky?”

				Taylor looked as if she wanted to smack him upside his head. Instead, she flipped the bacon frying on the griddle, then began dicing vegetables for an omelet.

				“Stop mothering me, I’m fine.” He cradled the large coffee mug in his wide palms as he watched the squirrels’ antics in the yard.

				“Fine? Hardly. Ordering endless cases of beer isn’t the answer. You have nothing to eat in your refrigerator, you knucklehead! Not even milk, eggs, bread, or juice ... the basics! If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were raised by wolves.”

				“Go home, Sis. I’m a big boy, you don’t have to take care of me.”

				“Keep it up, and I will take back not just the food but also the two loaves of banana nut bread I made this morning,” Taylor said as she slid the perfectly cooked omelet brimming with cheese and mushrooms—just the way he liked it—onto a plate.

				“You brought banana nut bread?” Grinning, Scott kissed her cheek. “Sorry, Taylor, I didn’t mean a word. You know I love you.”

				“Yeah,” she said giving him the plate. “Go ahead, eat. I’ll get the orange juice.”

				Scott’s stomach growled from hunger. “Mmm, this is good. I hope Donald knows he’s a lucky man.”

				“He knows. That’s not the issue.” Taylor brought over a plate of sliced banana nut bread and her own mug. Sipping her coffee, she joined him at the table. “You’ve got to stop drinking. No decent woman would have you.” She glanced at him and saw the hurt in his eyes before he turned his face to look outside. Placing her hand on his shoulder and squeezing, she quickly added, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. I know you still miss Jenna.”

				“You know nothing about it. There have been plenty of women in my life since we broke up. Why’d you bring her up? That is old news.” He went back to eating.

				“Is it? I wonder.”

				“What is that supposed to mean?”

				“You haven’t been really happy with a woman in years. At least not the way you were with Jenna.”

				“That was more than ten years ago! Believe me, there have been a lot of women since her.” Scott scowled. He was shaking from a deep-seated anger he wouldn’t be able to explain if he’d been questioned about it. Why was he getting so worked up? Why should hearing her name throw him?

				“It’s being back in Detroit without her, isn’t it? That’s what is bothering you.”

				Scott shook his head, determined to concentrate on his breakfast. The last thing he wanted to do was talk about Jenna. “You’re wrong. I moved on a long time ago. I suggest you do the same.”

				If Taylor had her doubts, she didn’t voice them. She got up and began to empty the dishwasher.

				“Stop that. If I need maid service, I’ll call one. Why can’t you sit down? Tell me about the kids. How’s Donnie doing in school?”

				“Okay, no housekeeper or maid service. No problem. I’ll just call Virgina Hendricks. The next thing you know, she will be moving in with you, little brother, and straightening out your sorry behind. Your mama don’t play.”

				“Yeah, sure.”

				“I’m serious. You’re drinking like a fish, acting like basketball was your entire life, and it wasn’t.”

				“How do you know what’s in my life anymore? I’ve changed, Taylor. I’m not the same kid you helped raise. I’m all grown up.”

				She huffed, “You haven’t changed that much. I’m talking about who you are on the inside. You were never just a ballplayer. You did a lot of community work while you were in Charlotte and L.A.”

				“Community work? Like hell! What I did was sign a few checks!”

				Taylor shook her head. “It was more than that. You worked with the homeless shelters and Habitat for Humanity after Katrina. You went down to New Orleans and not only gave money but worked. You’ve hosted basketball camps every summer for kids here in Detroit. You did more than sign a few checks.

				“Open your eyes, brother dear. The world didn’t end when you retired from the NBA. It’s still turning each and every day. What? You think Detroit can’t use your help? Think again. There are homeless people here and lost boys all over this city, not believing in their own worth. Bored? Go volunteer at the Malcolm X Community Center. Stop feeling sorry for yourself and get out and help somebody. You’re not the only one with problems.”

				“Why don’t you go home and take care of your baby?”

				“And leave you alone, right?”

				“Right! Why can’t you get it through your head that there are some things that my big sister can’t fix?”

				Taylor sighed, then said, “I decided not to tell you, but I can see it will be worse if you hear this from anyone else.”

				“What?” he asked after a prolonged silence.

				“While shopping at the mall, I ran into Jenna.She has moved back to the city and is teaching at UofD-Mercy.”

			

		

	
				

				Three


				Scott’s heart began to race. His mind filled with questions. Back? Back from where? Had she been alone? Or had she found a man she could control? Someone who would let her run his life to suit herself? Did she complete her all-so-important education?

				He didn’t voice even one of those questions. He had no business even wondering what she’d done over the years. He swore silently. His sister said nothing more but went right on unloading the dishwasher.

				Fed up, he couldn’t stop himself from asking, “How is she?”

				“Jenna is fine. She’s done well for herself. She just finished her doctorate.”

				He nodded in satisfaction, genuinely happy for her. “She did it. Good for her. Why wouldn’t I want to know she’s well and happy? We parted on friendly terms. We just wanted different things from life. It happens every day of the week, without hard feelings.”

				“That’s not how it looked to me. You two were very much in love and hurt because of the breakup.”

				“So? It’s history. If you see her again, give her my best,” he offered.

				“Funny, she said the same thing about you ... her exact words were ‘Give him my best.’ ”

				Finished with his plate, he refilled his mug before saying casually, “See, no problems.” Deciding to change the topic, he asked, “Did I tell you my classes start next week? I’ve got all my books. I talked to my old chem professor. I’m really going to have to brush up on my chemistry. It’s been awhile since I’ve worked in a lab. I plan to do this in two terms, not three. Think I can do it?”

				Taylor laughed. “Of course, once you’ve set your mind to the task. Mama is so excited. I’m glad you’re doing this. And not just for you, but for the promise you made Daddy.” She hugged him. “I’m glad. Classes starting couldn’t have come at a better time.”

				“I don’t believe it! We finally agree on something. The drinking was only a minor distraction. I plan to ace all my classes. Come out with a four point o.”

				“Sounds good. Now about that housekeeper—”

				“Do you ever stop?”

				“Nope. If you’re not going to get help, at least let me and Mama finish furnishing the house. You’re living in only three rooms of a twenty-plus-room mansion.”

				“I tell you what. You’ll be the first one I call when I’m ready.”

				“But—”

				“No buts. Now go home. I’ve got things to do.” He tempered his words by giving her a big hug. “Stop worrying.”

				“How? I’ve been worrying about you since Mama and Daddy brought you home from the hospital.”

				“Do me a favor ... give it a try.”

				As he kissed his sister good-bye, his thoughts weren’t on the planned dinner with his family later in the week. He was struggling to wrap his mind around the fact that Jenna was in Detroit. And she was teaching at UofD-Mercy.

				Taylor seemed pleased that Jenna had asked about him, while he expected no less. They’d parted on friendly terms. Jenna was merely being polite. His sister hadn’t said so, but he wouldn’t be surprised if Jenna was involved or even engaged by now. She’d always wanted a family of her own. Besides, there was no getting around the fact that she was an incredibly beautiful woman. Some things wouldn’t change.

				What difference did that make at this late date? A lot of time had passed, and what they’d shared was gone. It no longer mattered why they’d broken up. It may be corny, but he cared enough about her to genuinely want her to be happy.

				Running into her on campus might prove to be awkward because of what they’d once shared, but that was okay. They had both moved on with their lives.

				Since he’d moved back, he’d really indulged in his own pity-party, focusing on what was lost, not on the future. That had to end today. So what if he didn’t play in the NBA? He had reasons to look forward, things to do before classes started. It was time he got started and stopped wasting daylight.

				Jenna sighed. What had started out as a gorgeous autumn day, with foliage rich in reds and gold and a warm sun bright overhead, had turned out to be a disappointment. The waiting was frustrating. There were still no definite answers from Jack Collagen, the private investigator she’d hired to find her family. She was growing more impatient with each passing day.

				Jenna had dressed in a beige tweed pantsuit teamed with dark brown tights and high-heel ankle boots. A crisp white blouse with French cuffs completed the outfit. Busy rifling through her pockets, she held up the line in the crowded cafe a block from the university. Jenna frantically searched a second time, then a third time. Nothing!

				Highly embarrassed, she said to the annoyed cashier, “I’m sorry, but I have to put everything back.” She’d left her office with a twenty-dollar bill in her pocket and now stood in front of half the campus, unable to pay for her lunch.

				“Let me get that for you,” a deep masculine voice said from just over her right shoulder.

				“I couldn’t ...” She stopped. Recognizing the voice, she didn’t have to turn around, but that was exactly what she did. “Scott!”

				Although Jenna was tall at five feet eight, she had to look up—way up—to meet his twinkling dark brown eyes. She hadn’t seen him in more than a decade, but she had no trouble recalling every inch of the smooth dark chocolate length beneath the dark green shirt and dark brown cords.

				“There’s nothing wrong with helping out an old friend, is there?” He didn’t wait for an answer but handed over the money. He’d collected her tray and given the cashier a generous tip before Jenna had done more than stare at him in shocked dismay.

				Jenna didn’t know what to say or do, something that was rare for her. Wordlessly, she followed him across the crowded room to a small corner table.

				“Please join me,” he said with a smile that made her heart skip a beat, “... unless you are meeting someone.”

				Shaking her head no, Jenna finally found her voice. “Thank you for coming to my rescue. I’ll pay you back. I can’t believe I lost my money on the way over here. I can’t figure out how I did it! And I didn’t bother to bring a purse, so I don’t have a credit card with me.” Realizing she was rattling on, she instantly closed her mouth.

				“So you’ll join me?”

				How could she refuse, considering he had just bought her lunch?

				“Yes and thank you.” She took the seat across from him. Feeling unbelievably awkward, she clasped her shaking hands in her lap. “So how have you been?”

				He reclaimed his seat. “I’m well. It’s good to see you. It has been a long time.” In his rich baritone, he revealed, “You look good, Jenna, professional and successful.”

				Jenna laughed. “I don’t feel very successful, considering I can’t pay for my own meal.”

				“We all have awkward moments. Believe me, I’ve had my share. I hear you’re back in Detroit and are a full-fledged professor here at U of D-Mercy.” As if it had been a champagne flute, Scott lifted his soft drink container in a toast. “Congratulations, Jenna.” After taking a swallow, he said, “You made it happen.”

				Jenna blushed. They both knew what sacrifice she’d made in order to make it happen: the dissolution of their relationship. Not about to touch on that subject, she simply said, “Thank you. And congratulations to you. I hear you’ve retired at the top of your game. And you’ve moved back to the area.”

				He grinned. “Don’t need to guess the source of your information, now, do we?”

				“Taylor!” They laughed as they both said the name at the same time.

				Then there was an uncomfortable silence, as if each was searching for something to say, which was ridiculous, considering how well they knew each other. Once, they’d had no secrets.

				“How does it feel to be back in college?” She indicated the chemistry books piled on the chair beside him.

				Before he could answer, several students came to the table, asking for autographs. Although she wasn’t surprised, she was impressed by his ease in handling the situation. He smiled, reached into the inside pocket of his jacket on the chair, pulled out postcard-size basketball cards, then signed before he politely, but firmly, excused himself.

				“Sorry about that,” he said with a smile as he reclaimed his chair. “What did you say?”

				She watched as he casually exercised the familiar move of leaning back in his seat and stretching long legs out in front of him. Scott’s six-foot-eight-inch frame was as long and tight through the midsection as she remembered. There were obvious changes. He was packing a lot more muscle after more than ten years in the tough NBA. He’d shaved his head and sported a single diamond stud in his left earlobe. One look at his dark eyes revealed that at thirty, his boyish good looks had been replaced by faint lines near his eyes, on his forehead, and bracketing his lean cheeks. All spoke to the strength and character he’d gained over the years. Without a doubt, he was a confident, sophisticated man, comfortable in his own skin.

				“College. How does it feel to be back?” She picked up the turkey and cheese sandwich that had caused so much trouble and began eating. It tasted like sawdust, but she chewed slowly, as if it had been prime rib.

				“There are a few adjustments, but basically it’s like riding a bike. It all comes back. I especially enjoy being back in the chemistry lab. And it didn’t hurt that I’ve taken classes during my off-seasons. I only need five classes to finish.”

				Jenna nodded. “I was surprised when Taylor told me you were back at U of D-Mercy. I assumed you preferred the L.A. lifestyle.”

				“Detroit is home, especially since my family is here. It seemed right to come back to where I started. I have to admit it’s taking some adjustments to being back in the city. There have been lots of changes. And I made a promise to my family years ago. It was a promise I intended to keep. Unfortunately, my father has gone, but my mother and sister aren’t about to let me forget.”

				Frowning, Jenna couldn’t help recalling how deeply his decision to quit college and enter the NBA draft had hurt her and left a permanent rift between them.

				“Something wrong with your sandwich?”

				Shaking her head no, she took another bite. When she finished chewing, she said softly, “I was so sorry to hear about your dad’s passing. How is your mother holding up?” She reached out to touch his hand where it rested on the table. Momentarily, she smoothed her fingertips over his knuckles in an all-too-familiar gesture. When she realized what she’d done, she jerked her hand back, busying her hands with opening her water bottle. She took a sip and, even though her lunch had lost its appeal, pulled back the peel of her banana, broke off a piece, and popped it into her mouth.

				“Thank you. It was rough for all of us, but my mother is doing remarkably well. She loves living next door to her grandbabies. I assume Taylor told you all ’bout that as well.”

				“Yes, I also had a chance to meet your little niece. She is adorable.”

				Scott grinned. “A future heartbreaker, that one. I also have a nephew,” he said proudly. Then he paused before he went on to say, “Although I’ve been back for public appearances and basketball camps during the summer, I haven’t lived in Detroit in years. How about you?”

				Jenna tried not to show her surprise at his interest. “I finished my undergraduate and master’s degrees here. Then I moved to New York City. I worked as a financial adviser and stockbroker for four years while finishing up my doctorate.”

				“I’m impressed, but not surprised. I always knew you were a fighter. You never hesitated to go after what you wanted.” He tapped the third finger on her left hand. “No engagement or wedding rings? Why? Don’t tell me the men in the Big Apple are blind.”

				“Of course not, but like you, I’ve been concentrating on what was important to me ... in my case, it was education. Finally I have my dream job and a new home. It’s enough for now. If anyone should have settled down, I would have expected it to be you.”

				Scott shook his head. “Nope. I haven’t taken that big step yet. I suppose I haven’t met the right woman. And the money has worked against me. Nowadays, I have to take care that it’s not the main attraction. But I have no complaints. How about you?”

				“None,” she echoed, lifting her chin in order to meet his searching gaze. “What’s with the shaved head? Got tired of the barber?”

				He chuckled. “When I hit twenty-five, I realized I was losing more and more each day. For vanity’s sake, I shaved it all off. Do you like it?” He ran his hand over his smooth scalp.

				“I do,” she replied, refusing to admit how it only added to his sex appeal.

				“What about your family? Have you found them?”

				Jenna recalled the hours they had done nothing but talk. And how she had shared her deep desire to have her brother and twin sister back in her life. They’d had no secrets.

				She shrugged. “That hasn’t gone as well as I would like. I’ve done all I can on my own. I learned that both Lenna and Lincoln were adopted, but I suspect both of them have had their names changed and that’s why I haven’t been able to locate them. Recently, I was finally able to hire a top private investigator to look for them. So the answer is no, but I haven’t given up on finding my family.”

				“Good for you.”

				Jenna was disturbed to realize that his show of support touched her. She glanced at her wristwatch. “I have to go. I have a class at two, and I’ve got to get back to my office to pick up handouts and my computer.” She stood up. “It was good seeing you, Scott.”

				He rose to his feet. “It was good seeing you, Jenna. May I give you a hug?” He displayed one of his boyish grins.

				“Of course.” She laughed, accepting his warm hug. “And about the money for lunch ...” She broke off, aware of his clean male scent, mixed with sandalwood and a hint of vanilla.

				“Forget the money. As I recall, back in the day, there were many days when you fed me.”

				Jenna reached into her pocket and took out a business card. “Please stop by the office so I can pay you back.”

				“It’s not necessary.”

				“I insist.”

				He surprised her when he said, “Okay. Let’s do dinner some night soon.” He reached into his back pocket, took out his wallet, and handed her his card. “My home and cell phone numbers. Give me a call when you are free.”

				Shaking her head, she whispered, “I don’t need this. I don’t want you to think ...”

				“Keep it,” Scott insisted, his full, generous mouth suddenly taut. “Jenna, I’m under no illusions that you want to get back together. I know better.”

				She shoved it into her jacket pocket, saying, “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to see each other.”

				“Why? Aren’t we still old friends?”

				“Friendly, yes. But as far as I’m concerned, it ends there.”

				“What are you afraid of?”

				“Nothing. I just think we’ve hurt each other enough in the past. There is no reason to look back. I’m focused on the future.” Before he could say more, she grabbed her lunch tray and quickly said, “Bye, Scott.” She paused at the trash container, then hurried out without a backward glance.

				She spent the entire walk back to her office telling herself she was grateful that he hadn’t followed her.

				That evening Jenna was excited. Having her first dinner party in her new home, she looked around to see what she might have forgotten. She had cooked a pot roast with creamed potatoes and glazed carrots, along with lemon meringue tarts. Everything was waiting in the kitchen. She jumped at the sound of her doorbell, then laughed. Nerves! Crazy, considering she was expecting her very best friends—her foster sisters.

				Beaming, she flung the door wide. “Welcome! Please come inside.”

				Laura walked in first, followed by Sherri Ann. Neither had come empty-handed; both brought housewarming presents.

				Exchanging warm hugs, Jenna gushed, “You shouldn’t have.”

				“Okay, we’ll take them back,” Laura teased. A social worker for the Sheppard Women’s Crisis Center, she wore a navy business skirt suit that she’d teamed with a bright green ruffled blouse. She looked snazzy, as always.

				“Yeah!” Sherri Ann put in. The young lawyer was dressed in a dark green pantsuit and pale yellow tailored blouse. She worked in a prestigious law firm that handled both criminal and corporate cases. None of the three had chosen to straighten their hair. Laura preferred braids, while Sherri Ann wore locks. Jenna’s hair was naturally curly.

				Jenna shook her head. “Forget it! Whatever is inside those fancy boxes are mine.”

				As if her foster sisters hadn’t helped her move in, Jenna proudly showed them around. She loved decorating, and she was proud of the finishing touches she’d added. They ended the tour in the spacious living room, where they urged Jenna to open her gifts. Laura had given her a set of beautiful crystal wine goblets. Sherri Ann had brought a crystal serving bowl with a matching platter.

				Wiping away tears, Jenna laughed, giving them each yet another hug. “I love them! These are things I’m too cheap to buy for myself. I’m so happy. Glad to be back with my two best friends. It’s been so long since we’ve spent any real time together, not since that long weekend in New York when you two came to visit.”

				“It’s great having you home so we can be together,” Sherri Ann said.

				“We haven’t had a good face-to-face chat since Mrs. Green died a year ago,” Laura recalled. “I still miss her. She was so good to us.”

				Mrs. Green had taught them to stand on their own two feet and not wait for a man to take care of them. She’d assured them that with work, they could do whatever they wanted. There were no limits. She had never let them forget that they had good heads on their shoulders. It was a lesson the girls had never forgotten.

				They had worked hard to get where they were, and they didn’t hesitate to give the credit to the strong, remarkable woman who had raised them. She’d taught them old-fashioned values and skills. She’d taken them to church. She’d also taught them to cook, clean, sew, and knit.

				“I miss her, too. But things were not the same when we had to put her in that nursing home. I hated that,” Sherri Ann confessed.

				“Me, too. That was no place for such a great lady,” Jenna insisted sadly.

				“We had no other option. With that Alzheimer’s, she didn’t know where she was, or what was going on. Taking turns caring for her wouldn’t change that. She passed quietly in her sleep without suffering. We need to concentrate on remembering the good times,” Laura insisted. “She was a wonderful woman, and she knew we loved her. And we know she loved us.” Laura raised her tea cup, toasting. “To Mrs. Green! She did good by us.”

				Frances Green had been an older widow with no children of her own when she’d opened her home to them. She and her late husband had both been educators. Mr. Green had been a college professor, and Mrs. Green had taught high school English
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