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  Prologue: Ten Christmases Without Joy


The snow fell softly that Christmas morning, but Ava Morgan didn't see it as beautiful anymore. 
She stood at her kitchen window, hands wrapped around a mug of coffee that had gone cold an hour ago, watching the white flakes blanket her Charlotte neighborhood in what everyone else would call magic. The children next door were already outside, their laughter piercing through the glass, their joy so pure it made her chest ache.
Ten years.
Ten Christmases without Eugene.
She could still remember the last one—the way he'd snuck downstairs at midnight to arrange the presents just so, the way he'd burned the bacon Christmas morning and blamed the stove, the way he'd pulled her close during the chaos of wrapping paper and said, "We did good, baby. Look at them."
Their babies were eight and twelve then. Full of wonder. Full of need.
Now they were eighteen and twenty-two. Full of opinions and expectations and a strange kind of distance that felt like betrayal, though Ava would never say that out loud.
"Mama, can you iron my dress?"
That was Jade, her youngest, calling from upstairs that long-ago Christmas after Eugene died. The first Christmas. The one Ava had forced herself to make magical even though she'd buried her husband three months before.
"Mama, what's for breakfast?"
That was Eugene Jr.—MJ—acting like hunger was an emergency even though his mother had been up since five, crying in the bathroom with the water running so they wouldn't hear.
She'd ironed the dress. She'd made the breakfast. She'd smiled through photos and church service and dinner with Eugene's mother, who kept saying, "You're so strong, Ava. So strong."
Strong.
That word had become her prison.
Now, a decade later, Ava set the cold coffee down and looked at the woman reflected in the window glass. Forty-eight years old. Successful by every external measure. School counselor with a sterling reputation. Adjunct professor at the local university. Homeowner. Church member. Good mother. Great friend.
And so tired she could feel it in her bones.
The phone buzzed on the counter. A text from Jade: Hey Ma, what time is dinner on Christmas? Also can you pick up Terrence from the airport? His flight lands at 2.
Not "Can you pick up my boyfriend," not "Would you mind," not "I know it's Christmas but..."
Just an assumption. A command dressed up as a question.
Ava typed back: I'll figure it out.
Because that's what she always did. She figured it out. She made it work. She showed up and gave and poured and stretched herself so thin she'd forgotten what it felt like to be full.
She walked to the living room and sat down on the sofa Eugene had picked out fourteen years ago. The cushions were worn now, shaped to her body from all the nights she'd sat here alone after the kids went to bed, too tired to move, too numb to cry, just... existing.
The Christmas tree stood in the corner, decorated out of obligation rather than joy. She'd put it up the day after Thanksgiving like she always did, hung the ornaments Eugene had loved, placed his angel on top because EJ had asked her to "keep the tradition going."
But whose tradition was it now?
Whose Christmas was this?
Certainly not hers.
Ava closed her eyes and did something she rarely did anymore. She prayed. Not the rote prayers she offered at church, not the grace she said over meals without thinking, but something raw. Something real.
Lord... I know I'm supposed to be grateful. I have my health. I have my children. I have a roof and a job and people who need me.
But God... I'm tired.
I'm so tired of being the strong one. The capable one. The one who never needs anything because I'm too busy giving everything.
I'm tired of Christmas feeling like a performance I put on for everyone else while I'm dying inside.
I'm tired of being invisible in my own life.
She paused, almost afraid to continue. Almost afraid to ask for something for herself after so many years of asking only for her children, her students, her friends.
But the words came anyway, whispered into the empty room.
Don't forget about me.
Please, God... don't forget about me.
The prayer hung in the air like the snow outside—soft, quiet, unwitnessed by anyone but the One who sees everything.
Ava opened her eyes and wiped her cheeks, surprised to find them wet.
She didn't know it yet—couldn't know it—but that prayer would be the beginning of everything.
That prayer would make room for a miracle.






  
   The Woman Who Does Everything


December had always been Ava's busiest month, but this year felt like it was trying to break her. 
She sat in her office at Riverside High School, surrounded by stacks of paperwork, empty coffee cups, and a dying poinsettia someone from the front office had placed on her desk "to spread holiday cheer." The plant was browning at the edges, its red leaves curling inward like they were trying to protect themselves from the fluorescent lights overhead.
Ava understood the feeling.
Her desk phone rang for the fourth time in an hour. She picked it up without checking the caller ID.
"Dr. Morgan, Counseling Department."
"Dr. Morgan, this is Janet from the superintendent's office. We need to discuss the quarterly report discrepancies before winter break. Can you be available tomorrow at eight?"
Not "Are you available." Not "Would that work for you."
"I'll be there," Ava said.
She hung up and immediately her cell phone buzzed. EJ's name flashed on the screen.
Hey Ma. So I know Christmas is in three weeks but I got invited to Aspen with some friends from the firm. Gonna skip coming home this year. You understand right? We can FaceTime.
Ava read the text three times, waiting for a follow-up. An apology. An acknowledgment that this might hurt.
Nothing came.
She typed and deleted three different responses before settling on: Have fun. Be safe.
Because what else was she supposed to say? Demand that her twenty-eight-year-old son come home? Guilt him into showing up? Make him resent her for pointing out that she'd spent every Christmas of his life making sure he felt loved and seen, and he couldn't give her one lousy weekend?
No.
She was the mother. And mothers didn't get to need things. They just gave.
Her office door swung open without a knock—as usual—and Vice Principal Rhonda Wallace swept in, all six feet and four inches of her (if you counted the heels), draped in a red blazer that screamed "I am festive and also in charge."
Rhonda was also one of Ava's best friends since college, which meant she had exactly zero respect for professional boundaries.
"Girl, you look like you've been chewed up and spit out by a reindeer," Rhonda announced, settling into the chair across from Ava's desk like she owned it. "What happened?"
"EJ's not coming home for Christmas."
Rhonda's perfectly arched eyebrows rose. "Not coming home? What does that mean?"
"It means Aspen apparently has better skiing than my living room has... whatever I have."
"Love. You have love. And good food. And the fact that you pushed his big-headed self out of your body and raised him for eighteen years alone."
"Ten years alone," Ava corrected quietly. "Eugene was here for the first eighteen."
Rhonda's expression softened. She reached across the desk and squeezed Ava's hand. "I know, honey. I know. But that doesn't make EJ's little stunt any less trifling. Have you told Jade?"
"Jade texted me this morning asking me to pick up her boyfriend from the airport on Christmas Day."
"Asking or telling?"
Ava didn't answer, which was answer enough.
Rhonda shook her head slowly, her gold earrings swaying with the motion. "Ava. Ava, Ava, Ava. When are you going to stop letting these children treat you like you're the help?"
"They're not that bad—"
"EJ is spending Christmas in Aspen with strangers instead of with his mother. Jade is volunteering you as chauffeur service on the actual day of Christ's birth. That's not 'not that bad.' That's disrespectful."
Ava rubbed her temples. "They're young. They don't think about—"
"EJ is twenty-eight years old. He's a whole attorney at a fancy law firm. He can think. He's just choosing not to, because you've made it too easy for him not to."
The words stung because they were true. Ava had made everything easy for her children. Too easy, maybe. After Eugene died, she'd been so determined to make sure they never felt the loss the way she did that she'd overcorrected—filled every gap, smoothed every rough edge, anticipated every need so they'd never have to ask.
And now they didn't ask.
They assumed. They expected. They took.
"Anyway," Rhonda said, clearly deciding Ava had been sufficiently called out, "I came in here for a reason before you distracted me with your trifling children. Girls' dinner tonight. Seven o'clock. That new Ethiopian spot on Trade Street. You're coming."
"Rhonda, I have so much—"
"You're coming. I already told Nia and Tasha, and Tasha is bringing that sweet potato pie she made for Thanksgiving, so you know it's serious. You need to be around your girls, Ava. You need to laugh. You need to vent. And you need to eat something that's not a granola bar from the vending machine."
Ava looked at the half-eaten granola bar on her desk and felt seen in the most unflattering way.
"Fine," she relented. "But I can't stay late. I have papers to grade."
"You always have papers to grade. Your papers will survive one evening without you. I'm not sure you will."
Rhonda stood, smoothed her blazer, and fixed Ava with a look that was equal parts love and warning. "Seven o'clock. Don't make me come find you."
She swept out as dramatically as she'd swept in, leaving Ava alone with her dying plant and the silence that always rushed in when other people left.

      ***The rest of the day passed in a blur of student meetings, staff emails, and one tearful sophomore who was failing chemistry and convinced her life was over. Ava talked her down, helped her make a plan, sent her off with a tissue and a college admissions website. 
That was what she did. She counseled. She guided. She poured into everyone who walked through her door, gave them whatever they needed, sent them on their way better than they'd come in.
And at the end of the day, she drove home to an empty house and stood in her kitchen, realizing she'd forgotten to eat lunch. Again.
She made a sandwich, ate half of it, and looked at the clock. Six fifteen. Enough time to shower and change before dinner with the girls.
The hot water helped. It always did—the one place she let herself feel something, let the tears mix with the steam where no one could see. Tonight, she cried for no specific reason and every reason at once. For EJ's text. For Jade's assumptions. For the fact that Christmas was three weeks away and she felt nothing but dread.
By six forty-five, she was dressed and in her car, driving toward Trade Street with the heat on high and Anita Baker playing low. The music reminded her of Eugene—they'd danced to "Sweet Love" at their wedding—and she let the memory wash over her without fighting it.
Some days the memories were sharp. Tonight they were soft. Almost sweet.
The restaurant was warm and crowded when she arrived, filled with the smells of spiced stews and fresh injera. She spotted her friends in a corner booth and felt something in her chest loosen just a little.
Nia Bradford waved her over—tiny, fierce, with natural hair that defied gravity and opinions that defied everything else. She was a nurse practitioner at a community clinic and had seen too much to tolerate nonsense from anyone.
Tasha Monroe sat beside her, softer in demeanor but no less formidable. She was an accountant who'd
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