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Readers’ Praise for Pat Simmons

5 Stars. “Oh my goodness. I so enjoyed Jet's story, even though it left me heartbroken for her, and her struggles. Jet's story added "filing" and depth her and to "Crowning Glory", and is the perfect lead in to "Love Led by the Spirit". The excerpt has me excitedly waiting the book to come out. I am so pulling for Jet and Rossi!” —Reader Jewel on JET The Back Story

5 Stars. “I enjoyed the insight into Jet's mind. I understand her character. She is interesting. Whenever an author creates a character that develop strong feelings in readers, that is an excellent author. Well done Pat Simmons.” –Amazon Customer on JET The Back Story

5 Stars. “This book is for EVERYONE whom feel there no second chances in life, Mrs. Simmons is the BEST CHRISTIAN AUTHOR the Lord as best the world to know through her books, I always want to be a better person after reading her books, a better Christian, a better everything. This is truly a must read books.—Theresa Cartwright Lands on Crowning Glory

5 Stars. “Truthfully, there was absolutely nothing about this story to dislike. This was an awesome Christian fiction read. Miss Simmons pulled us into this story to the point of making you feel as though you were friends of the families involved. Well done Ms. Simmons; well done. I'm beginning JET right now; I will be anxiously awaiting Love Led By The Spirit.—Vanessa Hunter on Crowning Glory

5 Stars. “Pat has done it again! There is nothing like a praying, caring man...and that's exactly what the main male character is like. Where is my Tyson???? I like the friendships that the main character, Monica, had with her friends. We all need a ride or die friend or three in our lives. Great job, Pat!” –LeeLee, reader on Every Woman Needs a Praying Man

From one special reader, reposted with permission from Nicole Cummingham’s Facebook wall.

Can't wait to read Love Led by the Spirit.
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“Even with all the deadlines, meet and greets, conferences, retreats, you still pour yourself into your books giving fully of yourself ALWAYS leaving us with a treat that's uplifting, encouraging, enlightening, spiritual, moving, exciting, wonderful and amazing. I say with a heart of gratitude. You still are my favorite author. Don't grow weary while doing good.”
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Thank you so much, Nicole. This story is for you!
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To all the ministers God has called and chosen to do His will, God bless you and give you strength to carry the torch until the end.
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Minister Rossi Tolliver didn’t have enough fingers to count the number of women inside and out of the church who would say yes if he proposed. God knew he wasn’t boasting. It was a fact that these sisters wanted a man of God for a husband. In turn, he wanted a woman of God for a wife. He only dated practicing Christian women baptized with water and fire, yet something was always amiss.

He sighed and rubbed his eyes. It was a Saturday morning in early June, and Rossi was supposed to be studying a passage in his Bible, but his mind kept drifting. When he looked out the window from his downtown St. Louis loft, his imagination came alive. He could see himself bike riding alongside a companion on the riverfront or sharing a bag of peanuts at a Cardinals game at the nearby stadium.

At thirty-five, Rossi was the oldest of four sons and the sole minister in a mostly practicing Christian family. If a Tolliver had a crisis, he was the one they turned to. In essence, their problems became his to petition before the Lord. Not that he was keeping tabs, but he had an ever-growing list.

It was well known that Rossi took God’s anointing over his life seriously, so it seemed like everybody had an opinion about what type of woman would make him a perfect wife. He recalled a conversation at a recent family get-together.

“She has to be pretty—I’m thinking about my grandbabies,” his mother, Laura Tolliver, stated, “if any of my sons care to give me any.” “She has to love the Lord, not be prone to anger, have a gentle spirit, be kind to others, and be a faithful churchgoer,” Aunt Sharon, his uncle’s wife, added to round off the ingredients for his ideal wife.

His father, Rossi III, or Ross as the family called him, gave the so called benediction to end the discussion. “The most important factor to consider is your wife’s willingness to work with you in the ministry. That, son, is a true helpmate. Why do you think I fell in love with your mother? Laura is a peacemaker.” 

Talk about pressure. They gave him a checklist when all he wanted was a woman who loved God and him—period. 

Their unsolicited advice reminded him of the stern talk they gave him about his responsibilities and their expectations before he took his date to his junior prom. He closed his Bible. There was too much distraction in his head to reread Mark, chapter two for a third time. “They that are whole have no need of the physician, but they that are sick: I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Instead of meditating on verse seventeen for the upcoming community outreach program, his heart seemed to scold him: You need a wife.

“I got that,” he said aloud, flustered. He stood and wandered through his spacious bachelor pad. Would his wife want to redecorate? Would she want to live there? 

His family meant well, but... “All those are good qualities, but you’ve all forgotten about the most important criteria: She has to have my heart,” he explained to the bird that landed on the window’s ledge.

It pecked on the pane as if it was trying to get his attention. Frowning, he noted it was a sparrow. Hmm. The rarity of seeing that type of bird made him reach for his Bible again and flip through Matthew until he stopped at chapter ten. He scanned the verses, then reread twenty-nine through thirty-one: Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? And one of them shall not fall on the ground without your Father. But the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Fear not therefore, you are of more value than many sparrows.

After praying for years for “the one” to cross his path, was God sending him a Word? The Lord had heard his every prayer that were as numerous as the hairs on his head. Maybe this was confirmation that only one woman could complement him. “Who has my heart, Lord?”

An alluring face flashed before his eyes: Jesetta “Jet” Hutchens.

Rossi smirked. The beautiful Jesetta couldn’t claim three out of five of those qualities. He gritted his teeth, doubting she would ever possess two of those attributes. Or will she?

To his cousins’ displeasure, Jesetta was due back in town in a couple of days. After almost a year’s absence, Rossi wondered whether he had planted enough spiritual seeds in her life and God had caused them to grow during her time away from home. If so, how would everybody handle the news that Jesetta would be his wife?

Keep praying, the Lord whispered.

***
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St. Peter’s Cemetery in Normandy, Missouri, right outside the St. Louis city limits was Jet’s first stop when she arrived back in town from Nashville. The cemetery on Lucas and Hunt Road was one of a few historic cemeteries in the area that didn’t have a separate burial area for blacks.

While most natives would go for the White Castles burgers, Ted Drewes Frozen Custard, or Imo’s pizza, not Jet. Her connection was buried six feet under in Section 25, Block D, Lot 4 and Plot 6. She didn’t need a landmark to find her baby sister, Diane. Jet hadn’t lasted nine months in Nashville living with her former college roommate, Layla Keyes, even though she enjoyed working as a manager at her friend’s franchised boutique hotel, a position for which she was way overqualified. But it was something to keep her busy.

The drastic move had come years after a botched robbery claimed the life of her only sibling, and Jet struggled with getting on with her life. Personally, Jet thought she was progressing fairly well—until her friend put her out, literally. Layla was sticking to her story that it was for Jet’s own good.

That was debatable. As far as Jet was concerned, Layla was removing the training wheels off her tricycle on the road to recovery. She hadn’t seen it coming as the two of them ate dinner. 

“Part of me says stay here. You’re at peace here, and I like the company,” Layla had said.

“Not to mention, you have me as cheap labor,” Jet reminded her, although it wasn’t about the money.

Layla grinned. “Besides that, I know how close you were with Diane and how much you love her little girl. If you can’t make a decision, then I will. Jesetta Hutchens, I’m putting you out.”

She had shrugged. “No problem. I can get my own place like I wanted to do in the beginning.”

“And I’m firing you, too, so you have nothing here. Go home.”

Jet blinked. “Don’t you want me to give you my two weeks’ notice?”

“Nope. Because I’m giving you one week to go home. Enjoy the summer with your niece. Don’t let Dori grow up without you. You’re her only connection to Diane, so don’t come back.” She grinned as if to soften the blow.

So here she was again, mentally starting over for a third time after her sister’s death. She parked her car and took a deep breath as her eyes watered. Maybe her best friend had been right. Jet should have never abandoned Dori. She should have stayed and fought for her right to stay in her niece’s life.

Grabbing the bouquet of flowers, Jet stepped out of her car in her dress boots, not bothering to change into her flats like she often used when she came to the cemetery. She had walked the path so many times for almost seven years that her footprints had created a path for others.

Her deceased parents were buried not far away, so she stopped by their gravesite first. Next, she veered left and counted the paces to Diane’s brown glazed headstone.

She dared herself not to blink as she whispered the inscription, “Diane Lovanne Hutchens Tolliver. Loving wife, mother, and sister.” After a series of breaths, Jet blinked to rid the moisture that blurred her vision. And dead at twenty-three.

Two months shy of her twenty-fourth birthday. “Murdered,” she choked out. A robbery gone badly had claimed the lives of sixteen innocent people. Her sister, who had run to the store for a few items, had walked into a death trap. Was there really such a thing as wrong place, wrong time?

Jet sniffed as she squatted to place the flowers on Diane’s grave. “Sis, I’m back. Since you’ve been gone, I haven’t been the best role model for Dori, and I’m so sorry, I’ve been so, so mad at God for taking you away.” She paused and fumbled through her purse for a tissue.

Usually when she visited Diane’s grave, she carried a washcloth because her tears were so heavy. Maybe the short time spent in Nashville did help heal wounds.

Tears washed My feet, the wind whispered in her ear, but she didn’t understand what that meant.

She blew her nose and sniffed. Her demeanor instantly changed when she thought about her brother-in-law. “Girl, if you could, you would roll over in your grave at Levi’s choice of a woman to replace you and be the mother of your child.”

It wasn’t the first time Jet had vented about the former Karyn Wallace to her sister’s headstone. A young mother of a month-old daughter, Diane’s life was cut short. As if that weren’t heart-wrenching enough, the ultimate betrayal came when Levi married an ex-felon, a convicted murderer. That had been a slap in the face.

No one seemed to share her concern about Karyn being unfit to a mother her niece. Jet’s suspicions that something was amiss about the woman came to light at a grief counseling session.

Rossi had tagged along for support, as did her brother-in-law, Levi, and his then-girlfriend, Karyn. The heart-wrenching personal stories of loss evidently had been too much for Karyn to handle because she freaked out and confessed she didn’t mean to kill someone. The knee-jerk reaction and temporary insanity that followed caused Jet to lash out on behalf of all victims and slap Karyn silly. Of course, Jet regretted her actions days later—well, it was longer than that, but she did eventually feel bad about it. 

Jet blinked, not wanting to revisit her own irrational behavior. She had been a peacemaker growing up, so that was definitely not her character. Only for her niece’s sake did she plan to be cordial to the new Mrs. Tolliver, but she was going to watch her like a hawk in case Karyn got any ideas about harming Dori.

Funny, she missed St. Louis when she was in Nashville. Now, she missed Nashville because she had started to heal emotionally and spiritually. She chuckled. A Bible had been in her possession all the time, and she had never bothered to study what it said until she moved away. Of course, she would follow along whenever she attended a service with the other Tollivers to support one of Rossi’s speaking engagements, but her anger never allowed her to see past the words.

Layla had forced her hand to get help, which led to Jet actually reading her Bible regularly. Since she was back in Dori’s life to stay, she was open to some spiritual counseling from Rossi. That was if his girlfriend, Nalani—Karyn’s sister—would let him out of her sight. Another twist of fate. The only thing she had in common with Nalani was they both were loyal to their only sibling, a sister. Nalani was a petite size four, fair skinned, and sported a short hairstyle. Jet was five-ten and a size fourteen with long black hair and rich brown skin. They both had curves. Men seemed to prefer smaller women, calling her full-figured. Since when were hips considered full-figured?

She glanced up into the clear ocean-blue sky to draw her mind back to the present. This was the hand God had dealt her, so Jet was going to play it like a poker champion—and she had never gambled a day in her life. 

The clouds floating above her seemed to empty her mind. In a trance, she squinted at what appeared to be figurines shaped like men on horses, angels with trumpets, and a body on a cross. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? 

You have the victory, God whispered. Read Proverbs 21:31.

Bewildered and frustrated, Jet frowned. She saw no victory in her current situation, and the few times God did speak to her through the scriptures, she wasn’t quite sure what He was saying.

Maybe Rossi would guide her. He seemed to be eager in the past, but that was before Nalani turned his head and dug in her claws. Honestly, she was surprised the two hadn’t tied the knot yet since Rossi appeared to be enthralled by her beauty. 

Before she knew it, Jet had been at the cemetery for more than an hour. This had been her place of peace before the storm. She took a deep breath and worked a smile on her face.

“It’s time for me to go, Diane. Whatever is broken inside of me will get fixed, I promise, and I won’t abandon Dori again—ever.” She swallowed, then her voice trembled. “Also, I...” She paused. She had to say it, “I won’t be back. The next time we meet I guess will be on the other side.” Whew, she exhaled. Jet was finally closing the door on the past so she could move forward. “Lord, You said You would help me if I asked. I need some type of spiritual overhaul,” she whispered, bowing her head and closing her eyes.

Her lids fluttered open as she squatted again. Bringing two fingers to her lips, she kissed them, then touched the headstone. “I love you.”

Standing, she rubbed her hands on her pants. Despite her willingness to leave, her feet wouldn’t budge. It had nothing to do with her designer boots sinking into the soft ground.

“Come on, I can do this.” She gave herself a pep talk as she spun around, then froze. An imposing man stood next to her car, watching her. Dressed in black from head to toe, his buff figure was intimidating. Her weapon of choice while screaming would be to take off one of her shoes. The stacked heels on her boots were weapon ready. 

His face came into focus as he began his calculated steps toward her, then Jet recognized Rossi’s signature swagger. Fear left her, and the sense of peace she had returned. 

As if he wasn’t handsome enough with his silky black goatee and deep dimples, the groomed beard enhanced what God had already made perfect—if that made sense. The determination on his face kept her staring. When he invaded her physical space and his cologne crept into her nostrils, she shivered. “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you, Jesetta.”
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​Chapter 2
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“Excuse me?” Jet blinked. Her long lashes teased Rossi. “You stalking me?”

While she waited for his answer, Rossi took his time admiring her beauty. Her hair was brushed up into a ball—only a few strands had escaped the bondage. With flawless skin, her features were profound. She didn’t need makeup, yet he noticed a hint on her cheeks and lips.

The black-and-white short trench coat seemed to be a part of her black pants. The boots gave her more height so he could gaze into her brown eyes, which had carried a hint of sadness since Diane’s death. “This was my third drive-by since Levi said you would be in town today. I came this morning, at lunch, and this afternoon. I’d have returned this evening if I had to.”

“A phone call would have saved you gas.” She twisted her pouty lips.

Woman, I missed you. She was back, and her sass was in full force. He smirked. After Karyn married Levi, he and Jet had drifted apart. According to Jet, he’d started dating her nemesis’ sister, Nalani. 

What could he say in his defense? Karyn’s sister was pretty and surrendered to Christ—something Jet had refused to do. In his opinion, he had done all that was humanly possible to lead Jet to Christ. He was tired of fighting her. All the prayers in the world couldn’t keep the peace between the Wallace sisters and Jet.

That was in the past. Things had changed. Although he considered himself a patient man, he had waited forty weeks to be this close to Jet again, and lately his heart had become impatient when it came to Jesetta Hutchens.

Love is patient, longsuffering. God whispered a portion of 1 Corinthians 13:4.

“Welcome home.” He opened his arms for a hug, but she didn’t budge. Already, they had entered into a standoff.

“Uh-uh. I’m not hugging another woman’s man.” She shifted her stance and planted a fist on her hip.

He cleared his throat and slipped his hands in his pants pocket. “Nalani and I haven’t been together in months.” He frowned at her chuckle. “You act like you’re not surprised.”

“I’m not.” She strolled past him toward her car. He spun around and fell in step beside her. 

Should he be surprised that she wasn’t surprised? “Why not?”

She shrugged but kept walking without missing a beat, weaving around headstones as if she was on skates while he had to steady himself on the unleveled ground. “You dated her longer than any other woman of yours I met. For a moment, I thought Nalani had you. Imagine two sisters married to two cousins. Yep, I thought she was the one.” She lifted her hand and deactivated her car alarm.

At first, Rossi did too. “She wasn’t. I got blindsided.”

At her car, she turned and gave him a blank expression. “I guess that happens to the best of us.” 

“Yeah.” At one time he could read her expressions and anticipate her moods, but it was as if her emotions were encased in lead. 

“I’m sure Dori is waiting on me.”

That little girl made Jet’s world. If only he could convince her that God had more for her than misery. He grinned. “She is.”

Jet’s face glowed. “Then I’d better go.”

“Wait.” Rossi placed his hand on the handle, stopping her from opening the door. She squinted. “Where’s my hug?” He didn’t care if he sounded pathetic.

“You’re serious?” Throwing her head back, she laughed, showing her perfect set of white teeth. When she wrapped her arms around his waist, Rossi trapped her in an embrace and began to pray. “Lord, Your will is perfect. Thank You for bringing Jesetta home for Your purpose. In Jesus’ name. Amen.”

She mumbled Amen and stepped back, chuckling. “Some things never change with you, Tolliver.”

He wiggled his brow. “You’ll be surprised that some things are changing.” Rossi opened her door and she slid behind the wheel of her Lexus, a car he had recommended she purchase.

When she glanced at him, a sunbeam cast the perfect light on her face. Maybe he gave up on her too easily. “Thank you. I wish you had prayed for peace, strength...”

“God’s will is perfect. Everything we need is in His will.” He patted the hood of her car. “Buckle up. I’m following you.”

“I would argue that I don’t need your services, but your cousin might be trippin’, so again, some things never change.”

“God never changes.” He thought about the numerous scriptures that said as much from Numbers 23:19 in the Old Testament to James 1:17 in the New, but he doubted Jet would welcome the encouraging Bible verses. Without another word, he trekked to his SUV, which was hidden by a monument of a headstone.

Honestly, Rossi didn’t know what kind of reception she would receive at Levi’s. Dori would be ecstatic because he could tell she had been missing Jet. Karyn would be guarded. His cousin Levi was unpredictable. Since he was very protective of his wives—past and current—Levi would be suspicious. 

Besides being first cousins, they had founded Tollivers Real Estate and Development Company. They were tapped as minority contractors for many projects that involved renovating, restoring, or new construction. Their company was flourishing.

When Levi got word that Jet was moving back to St. Louis, he was in a miserable mood. It had been doom and dread for days in the office. 

“That woman is pure evil,” he told Rossi with a sneer before they started their morning meeting.

“No, that woman is a wounded soul who needs Jesus,” Rossi countered.

“I hope the Lord helps her before she gets here because I will not put up with her foolishness.”

Well, they had less than an hour’s drive from the cemetery to 15672 Fair Park Lucie Court in Fairview Heights, Illinois. That would be twenty-three miles of prayer time. 

​
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Chapter 3
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“You have no say in who your brother-in-law marries.” Layla’s pep talk replayed in Jet’s head as she gripped the wheel tighter. “Your focus needs to be about your niece’s well-being. Be there for her.”

Jet nodded. “I can do this.” She could act fake for Dori’s sake, but pretending took way too much energy. She should know because she had been acting like everything was back to normal for years. When in reality, Jet was walking around with an opened wound.

Something had to give. Judging from Levi’s clipped tone a week ago when she informed him she was moving back, she’d better brace for hints of drama.  

Forgoing the radio, she used the quiet time to prepare for a mental battle. She didn’t know what she was walking into. In the almost nine-plus months since she had been gone, had Levi and Karyn turned her niece against her? Her heart dropped at that possibility.

Glancing in her rearview mirror, Rossi’s vehicle was in sight as she crossed over the Mississippi River from downtown St. Louis to the Metro East in Illinois. Was he going to referee or babysit? She lifted her eyebrow. What really happened between him and his love connection with Nalani?  

Soon, Jet turned into the familiar subdivision and parked in front of the Tollivers’ two-story house. She took a deep breath and prayed, Lord, help me to hold my tongue. Getting out, she didn’t pause for Rossi as she followed the path to the porch and pushed the bell.

The door opened seconds later, and she came face-to-face with Levi. He didn’t mask his suspicious frown, and she refused to care.

Suddenly, Dori screamed and raced to the door. She jumped in place, grinning ear to ear, while waiting for her father to invite Jet in.

When he finally did, Rossi was behind her. “Hey, cuz.” 

Levi nodded at Rossi. “Jet.”

“Auntie, Auntie,” Dori said and hugged her tight. Jet could tell she had grown a couple of inches, but she would be seven soon. Her hair was wild in two loose ponytails. Otherwise, she seemed happy.

Dropping to her knees, Jet closed her eyes and held on to her niece for dear life. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” Dori replied, giddy with excitement in her voice. It was such a contrast to the still atmosphere around her. 

Shutting out the world, Jet wished this moment would never end. She was glad Dori didn’t wiggle out of her embrace. When Jet opened her eyes, she realized she had an audience: Levi, Karyn, Rossi, and the new baby—toddler—Levi Jr.

“See my baby brother.” Dori hurried to the boy, then struggled to pick him up with Karyn’s assistance.

“Umm-hmm.” Jet nodded, but made no effort to take the child. She glanced at his mother. “Hello, Karyn.” See, she could be civil.

“Welcome to our home.” Karyn’s smile seemed genuine enough. She wasn’t as petite as her sister had been, but it was evident she had added pounds.

“C’mon.” Dori tugged on Jet’s hand. “I want to show you my room.”

Be respectful. Jet looked to Karyn for permission. Karyn granted it with a nod, and Jet was glad to escape their scrutiny. 

Since her last visit more than a year ago, Dori’s bedroom had been repainted in lilac and updated to include two bookshelves—one packed with books and the other with the porcelain dolls Jet had started to collect for her. Jet smiled. Dori was a voracious reader, and her love for books was what brought her father and Karyn together. 

“See my clothes?” Dori opened the door to reveal everything neatly hung and arranged by color. She pulled out one outfit after another to show her favorite outfits. “I use to like pink, but that’s for babies. I like purple now because...”

Jet listened attentively until a long shelf on the wall that displayed family photos caught her eye. Although she responded to Dori’s chatter at the right moments, she crossed the room and picked up the four-by-six frame and swallowed, staring at the photo. Jet thought it was of her as a little girl, but it was actually Diane’s grade-school picture. 

She hadn’t seen this picture in years. She turned around. “Where did you get this?”

“Mommy,” Dori stated, then began to show her the latest electronic games and books.

Not wanting to confuse her niece by asking for clarification of who was the mother, she asked instead, “You do know who this is, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” Dori bobbed her head and pointed. “She’s my first mommy, Diane. Mommy says I look like her.”

“You do.” Cradling the frame in her hands, Jet sat on the twin bed and stared. Kudos to Karyn. At least the woman wasn’t trying to wipe her sister’s memory from Dori’s life.

“Mommy also said—” 

Jet squeezed her lips together as she struggled with hearing Dori call Karyn mommy, but that was her problem. She would have to work through it.

“I also look a lot like you.” She grinned. “You’re pretty, Auntie, so I guess I’m pretty too.”

“Yes, you are.” Jet’s heart warmed, and she brushed back the wild hair from her niece’s ponytails using her hand. They talked—or rather, her niece chatted away while Jet listened and watched her. She could stay holed up in the room for days, but evidently Little Levi wasn’t having it as he banged on the door.

“Doree! Doree!” he yelled, followed by more banging.

Dori opened it without hesitation, and her baby brother wormed his way inside and made a beeline for his sister’s toy chest. Amused, Jet watched the sibling interaction. She was glad Dori had someone.

Her niece fussed at Little Levi about touching her things the same way Jet used to yell at Diane for playing with her toys. Those were the good days where their parents sheltered them from bad people. Lord, please protect them.

The boy was handsome and favored Karyn more than Levi. Evidently, the Tollivers didn’t have strong genes. She chuckled to herself, but her giggle caught the child’s attention because with Dori’s stuffed animal tucked under his arm, he wobbled over to her. He shoved it in her face and laughed.

Seconds later, Levi appeared in the doorway. “Jet, can we talk?”

Might as well get it over with. “Sure.” She stood.

“But we haven’t finished playing, Auntie.” Dori looked disappointed.

“I’ll take you to the park,” she promised and followed Levi to the kitchen.

Once they were seated at the table, Jet folded her hands. If her brother-in-law was expecting her to throw the first verbal assault, then he might as well take a nap. Her focus was her relationship with her niece, not him or Karyn. As they eyed each other, Jet silently corrected her earlier assessment. Dori’s brother did favor his father.

Why was the house so quiet? Eerie with children—and where were Rossi and Karyn? Finally, Levi pushed his glasses higher on his nose and cleared his throat. 

“Unless you’ve changed, nothing has changed between us.”

Her? “Excuse me?” Why was it she who had to change? No, she refused to take his bait. He was right. Wasn’t that what she told Diane? She was prepared to make changes in her life. However, he could be a little more sympathetic.

“I protect what and who is mine, and that is my wife—Karyn—and my children. I never kept you from Dori, but that was before you became disrespectful, belligerent, conniving...”

Any woman would be suspicious of another woman trying to take the place of her sister. The stakes became higher when she read about Karyn’s past. Despite knowing what Karyn had done, Levi married her anyway without any concern for his daughter’s well-being. Now who was the crazy one?

As Levi continued to mount his threats, Jet had to tune him out. Otherwise, she would give him a piece of her mind. 

Only when a vein twitched in his forehead did he settle down. She knew he loved fiercely. She had witnessed it firsthand with Diane, so his theatrics weren’t a surprise. Besides being older than him by three years and taller too, she had to remind him of his place. She leaned forward. “I suggest you check yourself. I am your late first wife’s sister. Disrespect me and you’re disrespecting her. Furthermore, you might not have a problem with Karyn killing her own child, but if I were you, I would keep an eye on her. And as for Dori, if she puts a mark on my niece, I will have social services here so fast to launch an investigation—”

“Are you threating me?” Levi stood and sneered.

Jet got to her feet too. “Call my bluff.” Why was she letting this man provoke her?

“Sweetie, can I talk to you for a moment?” His wife appeared from nowhere and interrupted the showdown.

“Yeah, we need to talk.” Rossi stood behind Karyn. 

Her opponent took his eyes off her long enough to glance their way, and so did she. Both were shooting Levi daggers. Good.

Watching Rossi shove his cousin out the back door, Jet exhaled, then dropped to her seat. She bowed her head, closed her eyes and massaged her temples. How was she going to make a civil relationship work? 

When she heard the chair scrape the floor, she looked up. Karyn had taken her husband’s seat. Did she have any energy for a round two? She didn’t think so. She would use the intermission to leave. Some homecoming.

***

[image: ]


“Please don’t go,” Karyn asked softly. “I’m sorry for the things my husband said to you and the manner in which he said them.” Lord, help me win her over to You, she silently prayed, then she took a deep breath. Studying Jet, she saw Dori, the daughter she’d legally adopted not long after she’d gotten married. 

Jet tapped her long nails on Karyn’s glass table. “Levi doesn’t mince words. He meant what he said, and so do I. Only for Dori am I willing to be nice, but I’m watching you. I lost one loved one, and I’ll do whatever necessary to keep from losing another one.”

Her implication was understood, which was why the truth hurt. As long as Karyn lived, until the day she died, she would reap the condemnation from others because of her actions. God had forgiven her and given her grace to bear the shame. The key to her mental stability was to forgive herself and live each day, which was never promised. “I understand your pain.”

“How?” Confusion draped Jet’s face. “I don’t think you do.” Sitting back, her guest gave her a mock laugh. “You have a sister and I don’t.”

She nodded. “True. I have a sister who I love dearly, but I have a son who I miss daily.” She swallowed, replaying the day she was studying for college exams, stressed at being a new mother, depressed about losing her mother and being abandoned by her boyfriend—the father of her baby. 

How did she know that squeezing her infant son too tight to quiet him would kill him? She was later diagnosed with postpartum depression. “Before I was even sentenced to prison, I was paying for my sins. God forgave me, but it took a long time for me to forgive myself. If you never forgive me for what I did, which had nothing to do with you, I’m okay with that.” She swallowed to keep the tears at bay. 

Though your sins be as scarlet, I have washed them white as snow, God whispered Isaiah 1:18. Keep trying with Jet.

Shifting in her seat, she regrouped. “Please get to know me as Karyn Tolliver, not the woman I once was.”

“You’re asking a lot. When I see you, I see what the newspaper said you did.”

“Yes.” She sighed. “And when God sees me—and you—He sees us as prized possessions after He cleans us up after our self-destruction,” she said as Dori ran into the kitchen.

“Mommy, can I change Little Levi’s diaper?” The expectancy on her face tugged at Jet.

“As long as it’s not number two. Be careful, and I’ll check.”

“Okay! Auntie, come see me change my brother’s diaper. I know how.”

Jet glowed around Dori. Her smile actually reached her eyes. “Sure, sweetie.” She stood, and Karyn eyed her heels. She wondered whose height Dori would take. Maybe she would consider enrolling her into some child modeling just in case her daughter started to inch past her.

Karyn peeked outside the sliding door at the Tolliver cousins camped out on her deck. Thank God Rossi was there to calm her husband down. She loved that man and thanked God every day for him, but she didn’t need him to fight her battles, especially with Jet. Jesus was doing that.

Before her incident, Karyn never had to work hard at being someone’s friend. She and her younger sister, Nalani, were Miss Personalities—outgoing, charitable, and the social butterflies as children of an Illinois senator.

Prison changed her. She was guarded and chose her friends carefully. Her best friends were also former felons, but all three had surrendered to Christ while in prison. Once they were released, they gave back to the community by opening Crowning Glory, a full-service salon and barbershop that helped people get back on their feet.

Jet became not only a thorn in Karyn’s side, but the sides of Buttercup and Halo who had tied the knot once their probation period had expired. Now, the two of them were hoping to start a family soon. At the time, Jet worked as the finance manager at the bank that was reviewing their business proposal. She initially turned down their loan. That’s when Nalani came on the scene and forced Jet’s hand to reverse the decision. 
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