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JESETTA “JET” HUTCHENS was exhausted. Shopping sprees with her only sibling always resulted with a respite at Starbucks, then more bargain hunting.

“I’ve met someone,” her sister stated in a nonchalant voice between sips of her latte.

“Hmm.” Something about the glow on Diane’s face hinted this “someone” was special. Four years older at twenty-seven, Jet took her role as big sister seriously.

Ten years earlier, their parents died unexpectedly months apart—their mom from pneumonia, then their dad succumbed to a massive stroke. The Hutchens sisters were convinced he had a broken heart. The double blow caused Jet to be more protective and lead by example.

Lifting an eyebrow, Jet lowered her cup and noticed the sparkle in Diane’s brown eyes. Wow. Who is this guy?

She and Diane were best friends and kindred spirits. Most times, if someone saw one, the other was nearby. Despite their contrast in size, weight, and height, there was no mistaking the two were sisters.

Only college separated them. First, Jet received a full ride to Vanderbilt University in Nashville. When she returned, Diane took off for Purdue in Indiana.

The two valued each other’s opinion about career paths, friendships, and men. They traveled together and enjoyed double dating. Shopping was their current adventure at the nearby St. Louis Galleria. The evidence was the bags at their feet, which showed off their fresh pedicures.

“Really?” Tilting her head, Jet smirked. “Name, age, occupation...”

“His name is Levi Tolliver.” Diane beamed and displayed the handiwork of her braces. Jet had also suffered through braces in high school and endured the “metal mouth” taunts from insensitive classmates.

“He’s the same age as you....and single—the first question I asked.”

Jet lifted her hand for a high five, then nodded. “Continue.” When it came to dating, she made sure Diane was prepared to watch out for signs of dishonesty, so she wouldn’t become a side chick.

“As a matter of fact, Levi’s never been married, has no children, and is about to start his own construction and real estate development company with his cousin.” Smiling, Diane exhaled and stared into space with a dreamy expression.

Impressed that her sister was impressed, Jet smiled too. On paper, the man passed the clear-to-date inspection. Yet, she didn’t take people at face value. When their mother was alive, Jet’s suspicious streak had exasperated her mother growing up. But for Diane’s sake, Jet toned down her skepticism. “Sounds like you met him a lifetime ago.” She reached for her cup, which was now room temperature, so she passed. “Great qualities. What does he look like?”

Diane giggled and pointed. “Look behind you.”

“Huh?” A quick glance over her shoulder made Jet blink and caused her jaw to drop. The well-dressed gentleman watching them was handsome. From his perch at a table nearby, Levi’s lips curled into a smile. He was a shade lighter than Diane’s fair skin. Black hair and a goatee defined his attractiveness. Rimmed frames only accented his good looks as he slid them back on his nose. How long had he been sitting there?

Closing her mouth, Jet faced Diane and stuttered, “Whoa. I’m available for a double date. Please tell me he has brothers.” She took another peek as the man stood and walked their way. Each step oozed confidence. He appeared to be the same height as Jet, five-ten, when she wasn’t wearing heels, but he was tall enough for her sister’s five-seven.

Diane chuckled. “Twin brothers—but he’s the oldest.” She pouted, feigning disappointment, then laughed.

“Too bad. You know I like my men potty trained by the time I was born.” She was not about to entertain a younger man. Jet didn’t care how mature the guy might be. Maybe when she was fifty, she would press her luck with a man in his mid-thirties.

“Ladies,” Levi greeted them. “May I join you?”

He waited for Diane’s consent. Once granted, he grabbed a chair and dragged it to their table.

It didn’t go unnoticed he barely made eye contact with Jet as he wrapped his hand around Diane’s.

Clearing her throat, Jet reminded them of her presence and began her interrogation. “How long have you two been seeing each other, and where did you meet?”

Levi and Diane exchanged some type of silent communication before he answered. “Two weeks ago, at the cleaners.” He squeezed Diane’s hand and winked.

Her sister closed her eyes and exhaled. When she opened them, Diane smiled. “He was at the counter picking up his suits...”

“I couldn’t stop staring at her,” he said, cutting her off, with such awe in his voice.

“And I wasn’t even looking my best.” Diane fingered-combed her hair with her free hand, not to risking severing their connection.

Where Jet preferred her long, hair natural and carefree, Diane’s trademark was straight hair and bangs, resembling African royalty, an Egyptian queen. Their mother often teased Diane was a lighter and Jet was a darker version of actress-turned-author Pam Grier.

“I disagreed.” Levi shook his head. “If I were a photographer, I’d have snapped a picture for a magazine cover. She was youthful with no makeup, hair in a ponytail, hooped earrings and fitted jeans.” He whistled. “Anyone would notice her.”

“And I couldn’t resist a handsome man in a suit and tie, and when I saw him checking me out...” Diane stroked his jaw. “How could I not flirt?” She batted her eyes.

The intensity of their attraction was scorching. How this pair could keep their budding relationship tight-lipped took mastery. They complimented each other on everything until Diane listed off the things she bought while shopping. It was amusing to watch them escape into their own world, so Jet folded her arms, leaned back in her chair, and observed.

After a few moments, Diane faced her. “There was a cafe in the same strip mall. Levi said he would cancel an important engagement if I would agree to grab a bite with him. I called his bluff.”

Levi chuckled. “Yes, she did. I had a meeting with an investor, but I knew my business partner and cousin was more than capable of handling it. Diane was worth it.”

“Hold up.” Jet scanned her memory bank. “Diane, you mean the day you canceled on me for the matinee you wanted to see?” She feigned insult. She would have done the same thing, but Jet wouldn’t be a big sister if she couldn’t have some fun.

“Guilty.” Diane had the nerve to look the part as she bowed her head, then looked up again. “We’ve spoken every night, and I wanted him to meet my big sis.”

“Jesetta, it’s nice to finally meet you.” Levi extended his hand as if his manners were coming back to him. “I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you.”

“Your advantage.” While Diane was living the fairytale, Jet planned to keep it real and see if Mr. Tolliver could live up to the hype.

One thing was certain: The next time Jet dropped off her clothes at the cleaners, she would look her best.
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FOR MONTHS, JET INSPECTED Levi’s too-good-to-be-true armor for fractures. There wasn’t a crack. Diane and Levi’s relationship blossomed into more showing than telling. When they were together, no one and nothing else seemed to matter.

That inspired Jet to go undercover in search for her elusive special someone. She changed cleaners twice, began to frequent another grocery store chain, and offered to walk her neighbor’s dog to enhance her exercise regimen. What did Einstein say about doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results? But putting herself out there for different outcomes hadn’t yielded any new possibilities.

Maybe Diane sensed Jet’s increasing loneliness and insisted she meet Levi’s family. The first time she met the Tollivers, it was at a birthday party at their home. They were warm, welcoming, and treated Jet like part of the family. She fell in love with them as much as her sister had fallen hard for Levi.

Jet did her best not to ogle the nice-looking Tolliver men who stood before her in various shades, heights, and features. By all appearances, she was older than them. “This is not fair,” she mumbled to herself as the crowd seemed to clear for one man. The maturity on his face set him apart. She exhaled. Yes, she would be open to a double date.

Levi made a hasty introduction before Diane pulled him away.

“Jesetta,” Rossi Tolliver said in a velvety tone. “What a beautiful, enchanting name.”

She tried not to stare, but the man was magnificent in stature, towering over her. His sculptured biceps, chiseled features, and flawless dark-brown skin fused together to result in male perfection.

Plus, he smelled good. The only thing lacking was a sparkle in his eyes. It was a given when she met a man for the first time, their eyes would light up. Jet had a body endowed with black woman hips that had turned many heads.

How could he not appreciate her form-fitting sundress, freshly shampooed hair, and pampered toenails? Rossi’s eyes didn’t leave her face, and his expression didn’t give her any clues of what he might be thinking.

She played along. “Thanks. Please call me Jet. I was named after my great-aunt Etta and my granny Jessie.”

“Hmm. I like the combination.” He grinned, and deep dimples drew her in.

Growing up, she thought her name sounded old. When she saw a copy of Jet magazine, she began to introduce herself as Jet, and when her finances were in check, she became an annual subscription holder. “Your name is unique as well.”

“Yeah, it is. Rossi has been a family name for three generations.” He was in no rush to leave her side as they changed topics from her career as assistant to the treasury manager at a large banking institution to him as the chief financial officer of Tollivers’ Real Estate and Development Company.

Without realizing it, they had inched their way from the buffet table to a pair of chairs near a bay window.

Making herself comfortable, Jet admitted Rossi was a good listener. “Tell me about your company.”

He shrugged, then stretched his legs. Jet braced herself for some type of boring, long narrative. What she heard was his passion about life.

“Levi and I were close as children. He’s the oldest of three. I have an older brother and two younger brothers. While most of our friends were taking apart cars and rebuilding engines, Levi torn up things, and I fixed them. Word got around, and soon, friends and family nicknamed us the comeback construction kids. We made good money while learning a skill.”

She could imagine him as a boy walking around with a tool belt and a hammer. Jet withheld her giggles.

While talking, he gave her his complete attention. When Rossi did break eye contact, it was to nod or smile at newcomers. “Fast forward to now, and we decided to form Tollivers Real Estate and Development Company. With a discerning eye whether to renovate or restore, we’re hoping to transform some long-forgotten black neighborhoods into majestic masterpieces. That’s our hope and mission.”

This time, his eyes lit up and sparkled. This excited him.

“Excuse me.” He stood to shake hands with an older gentleman and made introductions. “Pops, this is Jesetta Hutchens. This is my dad, Rossi. We call him Ross.”

“Hello, young lady, I see my son is enjoying the
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