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Chapter 1

 

I sprinted through the Dallas Fort Worth International Airport determined to make my flight. I woke up late. The story of my pillow-clutching life. I regretted my attire. I wore heels that pinched my feet, black compression leggings meant for the gym, and then there was the poorly buttoned, black and yellow flannel top that clung to me as I hurried through the mass of holiday travelers. I'm pretty sure I clipped a few people with my duffle bag and rolled over a few toes. I spewed a few aimless apologies and kept it moving to my gate.

I should’ve been in my seat already, but the spat I had on the phone with Charles, my boyfriend of five years, had put a dent in that plan. He drove me crazy—in more ways than one.  I loved him, and only wanted to be with him, but he wasn’t great at balancing his time. Like right now, he should’ve been preparing to pick me up from the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International airport upon my arrival, but no – it was more important for him to be with the partners at a cabin in Colorado. 

Don’t get me wrong. I was supportive of my man and would’ve loved for him to be the first black partner at his law firm, but I was also a big advocate for all things us. Every year, every Christmas, consisted of him schmoozing clients to impress the partners and not spending time with me. The holidays were major in my family, and neither one of us wanted to force the other to choose. But this Christmas, I wanted him to be there to support me as I walked into what might be a hornet’s nest of drama with my siblings. I shook away my thoughts and returned my focus to the holiday hustle and bustle of the airport.

The announcement of reminders about not leaving unattended bags and changes in departure made my heart race at the same speed as my feet as I hurdled over bags and did spin moves that could’ve gotten me drafted by any NBA or NFL team. Determined not to miss my flight, I picked up my pace. My ankles burned and my calves were going to be killer after this workout, but it was worth it once I got to my destination.

I managed to get to the gate right as they were boarding the last zone. Considering I would be the last to board, I was glad I decided to check the majority of my luggage. I was sure the overhead bins were near full by now, but I was going to make my duffle bag fit one way or the other. 

Running my fingers through my short, coily hair, I hustled down the narrow aisle to get to my seat. I’d spent a little extra to get some leg room. Being tall and traveling in cramped spaces, I had learned it was well worth the investment. 

I looked down at my seatmate, who had his earbuds in and hadn’t noticed I was looming in the aisle waiting to sit down.

“Excuse me. Would you mind letting me in?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Here, let me get up so you can get by.”

He smiled as he rose, and I noticed a slight snaggletooth.  Taking in his burly frame, I assumed he played football at some point in his life. Average looking guy. 

“Thank you,” I said, as I settled into my seat.

Out the corner of my eye, I continued to study him. Probably much longer than what was socially acceptable, but I had watched one too many ID channel marathons to drop my guard. As he turned his head in my direction, I gave a fake smile and waited for the airplane banter to commence. My flight routine consisted of boarding, reading, and sleeping.  I hoped this chat would prove him to not be crazy so I could relax.

“So you going to Atlanta to visit or that's home?”

“Home,” I replied.  “I was here for a three-day National Association of Realtors Conference and Expo.”

Real estate was a career I stumbled into after attending an open house with my friend Keesa Swain, who spent years working in real estate before getting her license to be a broker. I had always had an interest in interior design and helped Keesa stage the houses she sold. Once Keesa told me she wanted to start her own real estate agency, I took the steps toward getting my real estate license. That was two years ago, and we’d been working together ever since. Around Atlanta, we had been christened as Queens of the Hunt, because we found our clients the home of their dreams.

“Oh, ok. Commercial real estate?”

“No, I’m in residential real estate,” I replied.  “What do you do?”

I had to take his focus off me. Before I told him anything further, I needed to see if he was a contact worth making. I wasn’t risking my life for some clown who wasn’t in the market for a home and had the potential of stalking me for sport. No thanks. He would not be collecting my skin today.

“I’m a scout for the Atlanta Falcons, and I’m Felix, by the way. I was out here following up on some prospects at the Frisco Bowl.”

My eyes widened. “Oh wow…I’m Harper, probably your new best friend. My family is full of die-hard Falcon fans. With the exception of my mother. She was misguided as a child and cheers for the Saints. It’s always interesting in our house when we play them.”

Felix guffawed. “I bet. It’s like that in my family too, but we’re split between the Packers and the Bears.”

This time I laughed. “Oh yeah, that’s some beef right there.” I nodded as I made a mental note to give him my card. “Well, I won’t continue to chew your ear off. I’m about to plug in these ear buds and catch up on some reading. Once I get to my mother’s house, there’ll be no rest and relaxation for me.”

He nodded and reclined his seat. Guess he wanted a reprieve, too.

As I flipped through the pages of Sister Surrogate by LaChelle Weaver, I thought about my siblings and the tension awaiting me once I got to my parents’ house.  This time last year, I got way too involved in my sister, Wesleigh, and my brother, Donovan’s, lives. I got it honest though, because my mother always said as the big sister, I should work towards helping them grow by leading as a good example. 

So when my sister was about to make a huge career decision without doing her research, I stepped in and managed to disrupt what she still to this day believes was the opportunity of a lifetime. Then there was my brother, Donovan, who was so in love with his now ex, Paula. She wasn’t right for him, but I couldn’t allow him to figure it out on his own.

Now they’re both upset with me for getting too involved, and my mother blames me for ruining Christmas since it all blew up right there during our annual Christmas Eve dinner. I get it, but it was my mother who always wanted me to get involved in their lives and overplay the big sister role. It’s not my fault I was trained to be the dream killer.

I gave up on my book, reclined my seat and closed my eyes. The more I thought about seeing my family, I realized this might be the most peace I would have for the next few days.

Two hours later, my newfound friend Felix and I were both waiting for our bags in the baggage claim area. I pulled out my phone to request an Uber to take me to my house. Charles drove me to the airport for my trip to Texas, and since he changed our plans, I now needed a way home. 

I looked over and saw Felix on his phone. My plan was to get his card and some of his NFL contacts. Football players needed a home and I needed to make a sale. 

“Felix, thanks again for everything. Can I get your card? Here’s mine. I’d love to help you or some of your new recruits, ahem, find a new house,” I offered.

He pulled out his wallet and retrieved a card. “Thanks. That would be great. I do have a few recruits I hope to sign here soon, so this works out great.”

As he began to walk toward the exit, I extended the handle on my bag and rolled out right behind him. As I looked for my Uber driver, who was supposed to be in a midnight blue, Jeep Grand Cherokee, I saw a beautiful redhead step out of the car to meet Felix. The glacier on her left hand let me know she was his fiancée. I needed to say hello. Maybe they needed a house, too. New wife, new beginnings…it was a no brainer really.

“Welcome home, baby,” she greeted. He lifted her off the ground. They kissed. “How was your flight?”

“Good, but not as good as it is to see you. I missed you, girl,” Felix said, planting a deep kiss on her lips and gripping her behind.

I looked away. I felt like I was violating their privacy. After they loaded the car, I hustled over to introduce myself.

“Excuse me, hi—I’m so sorry to interrupt. I sat by your fiancé on the flight and I couldn’t help but notice this glacier you got on your finger. Congrats.”

She squinted her eyes, studying me. I began smoothing out my wrinkled attire self-consciously. 

Felix chuckled at the awkward exchange. “Meeghan, meet Harper Hilson. She’s in real estate. I told her I might have a few rookies who might be interested in a home. I guess she thinks we might be in the market here soon, too.”

Meeghan finally smiled in my direction. I guess the thought of buying a house changed her disposition. She shook off whatever was on her mind and spoke. “Talk about divine intervention. God is so awesome,” Meeghan squealed.

I smirked. Looking back and forth between Felix and Meeghan, I asked, “Did I miss something?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Meeghan said, shaking her head. “I hadn’t had a chance to tell Felix yet, but the offer we put on a home fell through. The appraisal came back lower than the seller was willing to go. So we’re actually on the market—again.”

“How unfortunate. I’m sorry to hear that, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say I’d love to help you secure a home.”

Meeghan put her arms around Felix’s back, leaned in close, and looked up at him. “That’s definitely something for us to consider, baby.” 

“Well, you might hear from us soon, Ms. Hilson,” Felix said.

“Hilson?” She snapped her fingers. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to Wesleigh Hilson, would you? I’m a member at her gym.”

I smiled proudly. “Yes, that’s my younger sister.”

“Oh, super cool. Maybe I’ll see you for one of her legendary spin classes in the near future.”

I chuckled. “That’s highly unlikely. I’m one and done.”

They waved their goodbyes and turned to get into the car.  As they drove away, my Uber driver pulled up.

“Hello. Sorry about that. It was crazy trying to get over here to you and you know Atlanta PD doesn’t play about being parked out here,” the young man, identified as Kwesi on the Uber app, said.

“No problem at all. I’m glad you were close by and my wait was minimal,” I stated.

Sliding into the car, I leaned my head back on the seat and relaxed. I hoped I got to my mom’s house before at least one of my siblings. The last one to arrive was always burdened with the undesirable Christmas tasks like untangling lights and sorting through tinsel and ornaments from Christmas past. The thought made me smile. In reality, I didn’t care what I got assigned.  I was just happy to be with my family for another holiday. 

Try as I might to focus on the happier memories, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that this would be a not so merry Christmas. After what I had done to my siblings, I had no clue what was waiting for me once I walked through the door.  I squirmed in my seat, no longer feeling optimistic about returning home for the holidays. But no matter what happened, I resolved to keep my nose out of others people’s business—at least for the rest of this year. No, period. 

Yes sir, Harper Hilson’s days of being nosey were over. From here on out, I would mind my business and only offer help if asked. Feeling confident about my decision, I sunk further into the seat and looked out the window. This year would be different. I could feel it.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

My Uber driver was a cute little something.  His curly-top fade, single dimple, and long lashes against his dark berry complexion were adorable. I looked at his reflection in the rearview mirror and noticed he had on a Morehouse sweatshirt. I bet the ladies of Spelman and Clark Atlanta swooned when they saw him on the yard.  

"I see you're a Morehouse man.  What year?"

He looked down at his chest.  "Oh, nah. My dad went there and he's a professor there now.  He keeps me geared up, but I'm in school at Georgia Tech."

"I bet that went over well. Was he disappointed?"

My father had graduated from the University of Georgia and wanted us all to be down with the Dawgs. But I graduated from Georgia Southern University, my younger sister went to Kennesaw State University, and my brother did a stint at Chattahoochee Tech before blowing up in the auto industry.  My dad got over that once my brother got him his dream car—an electric blue Corvette. My mother had a fit when she saw that car in her driveway.

"Not really.  I got an academic and basketball scholarship, so that trumped what he desired."

"I bet they’re proud. Did your mom go to school in the Atlanta University Center as well?"

He nodded. “My mom went to Clark.”

I beamed. “Aw, yes. The age-old tale of boy goes to college and meets girl that won’t leave without an MRS degree. I ain’t
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