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            Will M. Roby, Jr.
Thank you for being my soul mate,
my confidant, my best friend.
Thank you for loving me so unconditionally.
Thank you for being the 
best husband in the world.
I love you with all my heart.

             

            Arletha Tennin Stapleton
Thank you for all your genuine love,
for all the happy times at Christmas 
and for all the huge family dinners.
Thank you for being the absolute best mom ever.
I miss you so very much, and 
I will love you always.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A Note from the Author

         

         To all my Readers:

          

         Thank you so much for reading A CHRISTMAS PRAYER. Because this story is very near and dear to my heart, I wanted to take a few moments to share why I decided to write it.

         For most of my life, I’ve been blessed to have a very strong connection with my family members, friends, and readers, but what many of you don’t know is that until December 2014, I hadn’t fully celebrated Christmas since the passing of my mom in 2001. As a matter of fact, for 13 years, I hadn’t as much as placed a Christmas wreath on our front door or pulled out my nice collection of angels and Santas. What many of my loved ones also didn’t know was that most of December had usually been a pretty sad time for me (there were days when I curled up in my bed or in my husband's arms crying like a child), and I found myself hoping and praying for January to arrive as quickly as possible so that all the celebrations and festivities could be over. For years, I’d even stopped watching one of my favorite TV channels (Hallmark) during the months of November and December because of the nonstop Christmas movies they air, as those made me sad also. My mom (my best friend in the world), however, was this wonderfully kind woman who LOVED everything Christmas, and this always brought such a huge amount of joy to our family. So, needless to say, I miss her in such a deep and very tremendous way.

         What I eventually learned, though, was that others who have lost loved ones feel the same as I do, and this is the reason I was finally inspired to write a story about it. A CHRISTMAS PRAYER was my 21st published title but this was the first of my books that helped change my personal way of thinking so quickly. For the first time since my mom passed, I became excited about the holiday season and I began looking forward to it the way I knew she would want me to. Then, when the hardcover edition of the book was published in October 2014, I immediately began receiving lots of email messages and social media comments from readers, sharing how much they could relate to the character in the book and how they had been greatly helped by the story. Many of those readers also approached me at speaking or signing events in tears, all while telling me about their own experiences. This is one reason I believe having the character Alexis write a Christmas prayer was so important. I say this because what I’ve learned over the years is that prayer is the number one thing that helped me through my grieving process. It is the reason that even though this story is fictional, I wrote Alexis’s prayer straight from my heart. I wrote it for myself as well as for all others who might be struggling in this area. Prayer is the reason I have a whole new outlook on the holiday season and the reason I am able to enjoy it with my family again. I certainly hope that A CHRISTMAS PRAYER proves to be a blessing to you in some way also.

         Thank you again and happy holidays.

          

         God bless you always,

          

         Kimberla Lawson Roby

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         It was Black Friday, and while millions of folks were out chasing some of the most colossal deals of the century, all Alexis wanted was for this whole Christmas season to be over with. There were times when she wished she could feel differently, but ever since her mom had passed away five years ago, she hadn’t wanted anything to do with it. Of course, she did still recognize and mentally rejoice at the beautiful birth of Christ, but when it came to huge family celebrations and festive gatherings, she wanted no parts of them. What she did instead, mostly, was pray that New Year’s Day would come as quickly as possible so she could get on with her life.

         Alexis curled her body into a tighter ball, picked up the remote control, and looked toward the flat-screen television on her bedroom wall. It was shortly past one in the afternoon, yet she still lay in her dark mahogany sleigh-style bed with her pajamas on. She just didn’t feel like doing anything, and the fact that almost about every news channel she turned to showed massive shopping crowds and footage of customers and workers being trampled, well, that made Alexis want to turn off the TV altogether. As it was, she had already been trying her best to avoid every one of those sappy Hallmark Christmas card commercials, and she’d certainly been staying clear of one of her personal favorites—the Hallmark Channel itself, since they were doing what they did every year: airing those depressing Christmas movies day in and day out, twenty-four/seven.

         If only her mom were still here, Alexis would be so much happier. Even now, she couldn’t help thinking about how much her mom had loved, loved, loved Christmas. It had been by far her favorite holiday, and she’d adored it so much that she would immediately begin decorating the day after Thanksgiving. She would celebrate in various other ways, too, the entire month of December, including playing some of her favorite Christmas carols, such as “Silent Night,” “Away in a Manger,” and “The First Noel.” Then, on the twenty-fifth, she would host a huge family dinner. She bought gifts for everyone, she baked and cooked and baked and cooked some more, and on Christmas afternoon, she would say, “I almost hate to see the sun go down, because Christmas will just about be over.”

         This was how it had always been, and it was because of these kinds of sentiments that Alexis was full of happy childhood memories. She even had fond memories from her adult life…that is, until her mom had passed. Now her heart was consumed only with sadness.

         Alexis flipped through more channels, sighing heavily. But then she came upon one of her favorite movies, This Christmas, starring Loretta Devine, Regina King, and Idris Elba. She could tell the movie had been on for a while because Chris Brown was already walking toward the front of the church, preparing to sing…“This Christmas.” Alexis watched and listened, though she wasn’t sure why she tortured herself this way, because not once had she ever watched this scene without breaking into tears. It was such a reminder of her mom and the way she had loved and doted on her family. It also reminded Alexis of how her mom had taught her children exceedingly strong Christian values. She’d raised Alexis and her younger sister, Sabrina, to treat all people the way they wanted to be treated and to keep God and family first in their lives. The two of them had been very blessed to have such a loving, caring, and compassionate mother—and it meant everything.

         Alexis watched Chris Brown singing from the depths of his soul and then saw family members standing and walking into the church aisle, embracing one another. It was after this that Alexis’s eyes welled up with tears, and she cried uncontrollably. She missed her mother so tremendously that her chest ached. Then, to make matters worse, the next scene showcased the entire family gathered around the dinner table. They looked as though they couldn’t be happier, and Alexis couldn’t help thinking how this was the way she’d once felt, too.

         But as the saying went, that was then and this was now. Her mother was gone, and as far as Alexis was concerned, there wasn’t a single thing or person that could make her feel better about it, not even the people Alexis loved. Paula, her best friend since childhood, had been trying to lift her Christmas spirit for years, and so had Alexis’s fiancé, Chase, for the time he’d known her. But if anything, Alexis seemed to feel sadder with each passing year. In fact, this year she’d begun dreading the whole idea of Christmas as early as September. She wasn’t sure what had set her off exactly; all she knew was that not long after Labor Day, the thought of Christmas had entered her mind and she’d become depressed. It was as if the simplest anticipation of it all had been enough to ruin Alexis’s day, which was the reason she’d taken that particular afternoon off. This hadn’t been hard to do, since she was self-employed as a motivational speaker and her hours were flexible, but she still hated that mere thoughts of Christmas affected her so gravely.

         It also didn’t help that she and her sister, Sabrina, were usually at odds about one thing or another. Alexis and Sabrina had never gotten along the way sisters should. They were just too different, she guessed. But at least when their mom had been alive, they’d worked harder at it and tolerated each other more. Now, Alexis practically had to beg to see her niece, Courtney, and there were times when Sabrina still told her no just to be spiteful. The two of them had a lot of bad history, but that was a whole other story and one Alexis didn’t want to think about because it was far too distressing.

         As one thought after another raced through her mind, Alexis wept like a child. She was miserable, and she wished she could sleep for the next week. She knew this wasn’t logical, but she just wanted this awful pain to go away. She wanted to be at peace, and before long, she glanced over at the bottle of amitriptyline on her wooden nightstand. Her doctor had prescribed it for insomnia, and although she only took one ten-milligram pill at bedtime, and sometimes only half a pill, she contemplated taking much more. Or maybe all she needed to do was take two of them, because she knew one woman who took twenty-five milligrams for unexplained abdominal pain and another who took more than that for depression. If Alexis only took twenty milligrams, she wouldn’t be overdoing it, and she also wouldn’t likely wake up until many hours from now—meaning she wouldn’t have to think about the loss of her mom or anything relating to family or Christmas. She would simply be able to sleep away her sadness, and by tomorrow, Black Friday and all the hoopla surrounding it would be over. She was sure the media would continue covering all the shopping stories throughout the weekend as well as on Cyber Monday, but at least the biggest shopping day of the year would have ended, and she’d be one day closer to January 1.

         All she had to do was bide her time, and things would return to normal. They had to, because after all, she and Chase were getting married in June, and the last thing she wanted was to be an unhappy bride. She was engaged to the man of her dreams, and she looked forward to becoming Mrs. Chase Dupont III. This was what she kept telling herself, anyway—especially since her future mother-in-law was the most heartless woman she’d ever met. Still, what woman in her right mind wouldn’t be thrilled about marrying a man like Chase? He was gorgeous, well educated, and CEO of a Fortune 500 company called Borg-Freeman Technologies—which, interestingly enough, was the same position his father had held for years before his passing. He’d also placed a five-karat ring on her finger, and he truly loved her. By most people’s standards, Chase was everything a woman could hope for, so Alexis tried to remember that.

         But for now, she reached over and picked up her pill bottle, opened it, swallowed two pills with water, and lay back down. She closed her eyes and smiled. In a few moments, she’d be sound asleep and wouldn’t have to think about Christmas at all…and she certainly wouldn’t have to think about Chase’s mother—or the disastrous time she’d had with them yesterday during Thanksgiving dinner. She wouldn’t have a problem in the world, and just knowing that made her feel better already.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Alexis stretched her arms toward her headboard, yawned, and opened her eyes. She was still a bit groggy and felt as though she’d been sleeping for days, but she smiled when she saw Chase sitting next to her on the side of her bed.

         “Good morning, sleepyhead,” he said, smiling.

         “Good morning,” she said.

         “I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up. Even when I came by last night, I couldn’t get you to say more than a few words.”

         “You were here?”

         “Yeah. I’d been calling you all afternoon, and when you didn’t answer I got worried. So when I left work, I decided to drop by. Thank goodness I have a key. You were really out of it, though.”

         “I was tired.”

         “Maybe, but I’m sure those sleeping pills had a lot to do with it, too.”

         Alexis wondered how he knew about those.

         “You look surprised. Which means you don’t remember anything you told me last night, do you?”

         Alexis stared at him but didn’t say anything.

         “You said you only took two of them, but if you can’t even remember our conversation, then that must be some very strong medicine.”

         “I just wanted to sleep.”

         Chase caressed the side of her face. “I know this is a tough time for you, and I’m really sorry I had to go in to the office yesterday. I never expected to be there for as long as I was. I didn’t get out of there until after six.”

         “It was fine.”

         “No, it wasn’t. You sounded so sad when I called you yesterday morning, and I should have been here for you.”

         “It’s not a problem, and I’m good now.”

         “You sure?”

         “Positive.”

         “You wanna go out for breakfast?”

         Alexis paused because she didn’t feel much like going anywhere, but she still said, “Sounds good to me.” Then she flipped the comforter and sheet away from her and sat up. When she stood, Chase pulled her back down beside him.

         “What are you doing?” she asked.

         “You know,” he said, running his hand through her long hair.

         “You know the rules, though, right?”

         “Yeah, but how about we forget those rules for a change? Just for today.”

         “Chase—” she began, but then lost her train of thought when he kissed her up and down her neck. “Chase, don’t. Breakfast ends at eleven.”

         “And?”

         “You know we can’t do this.”

         “Baby, come on. Just this once.”

         “No,” she said between breaths while pushing him away. “We agreed, remember?”

         “Some agreements are made to be broken,” he said, unbuttoning her pajama top and kissing her chest.

         Alexis closed her eyes and hung her head back, moaning.

         “Lexi, please” he begged. “I really wanna make love to you.”

         She wanted him, too, but she whispered, “No. Baby, it’s wrong.”

         “But remember how good it was when we first met?”

         Alexis could barely contain herself, because she actually did remember. She’d never felt better in her life. She hadn’t been with a lot of men, but none of them had made her feel as wonderful as Chase had. It also didn’t help that he looked so good. She hated to refer to him as tall, dark, and handsome because it was so cliché, but that’s exactly what he was. He was six foot two, and he had short coal-black hair with a slight wave to it. Alexis was five foot nine, though, so when she wore heels, that made her love his height even more.

         Chase slid her pajama top down her shoulders, lay on top of her, and kissed her on the lips.

         But then his phone rang.

         Alexis tried to push him away, but he kissed her more intensely.

         His phone rang again, and suddenly she heard her home phone ringing, too. When she looked at her caller ID and saw their church’s toll-free number, she knew it was a sign from God. Whenever there were new church announcements she received a recorded call, and this one couldn’t have come at a better time.

         “Baby, I can’t do this,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

         Chase looked at her and then lay on his back with his hands over his eyes. “You’re killing me.”

         “I know you don’t like this, but I’m just trying to do what’s right. And having sex before marriage is wrong.”

         Chase sighed. “Maybe, but this celibacy thing is driving me crazy, Lexi.”

         She leaned over and propped her elbow on the bed. “We barely have six months to go, and then you’ll never have to go through this again.”

         “It feels like a decade. But I will say this…at least you know for sure that I’m really in love with you.”

         “Why do you say that?”

         “Because I would never deprive myself this way otherwise. I’m suffering like a starved animal.”

         “Whatever,” she said, laughing.

         “I’m serious. You have no idea what this feels like. Women can go without for years if they have to, but men? We’re in a whole different category.”

         “Like I said, it won’t be long. And anyway, you’d better check to see who called you.”

         Chase reached across the bed and pulled his phone from his black leather jacket. He must have laid it there while Alexis was asleep.

         “It was Mother,” he said. “You don’t mind if she tags along with us, do you?”

         Alexis wanted to scream. It was bad enough that she’d had to spend hours with Mrs. Dupont on Thanksgiving, so the last thing she wanted was to see her again today. Mrs. Dupont—or actually, Geneva, since that’s what she insisted Alexis call her—had even gone so far as making disapproving facial expressions when she took a bite of both the yams and the dressing that Alexis had made, even though everyone else had raved about them.

         “She’s been pretty lonely since my dad passed away, and I sort of feel bad about leaving her alone during the holidays.”

         Alexis knew a number of women who’d lost their husbands, but none of them had moved in with their children. Chase’s dad had passed two years ago, so Alexis wondered why Geneva was still living with Chase. If she’d been ill or didn’t have the financial means to take care of herself, Alexis could understand it, but Geneva had a huge mansion of her own and was extremely wealthy. Not to mention, the woman was sixty-five years old and feistier than most forty-year-old women. She was headstrong and noticeably independent, so none of this made sense.

         Chase continued. “Since I’m her only child, I’m all she has. But she’s definitely moving out before our wedding. She’s already promised.”

         Alexis didn’t say anything, but now she was sorry she’d agreed to go to breakfast with him. She fully understood how much Chase loved his mom, and she had the utmost respect for any man who took care of his mother the way Chase did, but Geneva Dupont was a real handful and one of the most controlling mothers Alexis had met. Geneva also didn’t seem too fond of the idea that Chase had asked Alexis to marry him, but in front of Chase, she pretended she was ecstatic about it.

         Just as Alexis got up to go take a shower, Chase’s phone rang again. She knew it was Geneva, because whenever Chase didn’t answer his phone, his mother waited maybe five minutes to call him again. Sometimes she called back within seconds. She did this sort of thing all the time, calling him for no reason—especially when she knew he was visiting Alexis or they were out somewhere together.

         He finally answered. “Hey, Mother…no, it was in my jacket, and I didn’t get to it in time,” he said, looking at Alexis.

         Alexis shook her head and left the bedroom. She’d do anything to get out of going to breakfast with this woman, but she didn’t want to disappoint Chase. All she could hope for was that her time with Geneva wouldn’t be as bad as she was imagining. Maybe Geneva would treat her nicely for a change. It would take a miracle, but that’s what Alexis was counting on.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Geneva walked ahead of Chase and Alexis, but then stopped when they approached the entrance of The Tuxson, waiting for Chase to open the door for her. No one would realize it, but what Alexis had figured out months ago was that part of the reason Geneva usually walked so far ahead of them whenever they went out to eat or even to church was because she wanted to make sure Chase opened the door for her first and then just held it for Alexis. It was the kind of petty thing that most people wouldn’t care the least bit about, but you had to know Geneva to understand it.

         As they walked closer to the maître d’, Geneva stepped to the side, admiring herself. She glanced down at her red-bottom shoes and then at her black St. John pantsuit, confirming that nothing was out of place. She even stroked both sides of her thick salt-and-pepper mane, which was pulled back in a classic bun. Alexis had never met anyone so vain. The other thing that bothered Alexis was that whenever Geneva went to breakfast, lunch, or dinner with them, it always had to be at The Tuxson. Alexis loved The Tuxson as well, but did they have to go to Mitchell’s most exquisite restaurant just to have breakfast? Especially since Mitchell had more than enough mom-and-pop diners to choose from. These were diners that had some of the tastiest food, too. But no. Geneva Dupont wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like that, because it was beneath her.

         “If you’ll follow me,” the fiftyish man said.

         As they wound their way through a fairly full dining room, Geneva smiled widely and waved at a table full of socialites she’d spied. They smiled and waved back, and there was no mistaking that they were just as uppity as Geneva.

         The maître d’ pulled out a chair for Geneva, and Chase pulled out the one directly across the table for Alexis.

         Geneva sat down and then said, “Why don’t you let the man do his job, Chase? He’s always trying to help with something.” She smiled at the maître d’.

         “Uh, yes, ma’am,” the man said, clearly feeling awkward. He paused and then said, “Your waitress will be with you shortly.”

         Wow. So now Geneva didn’t want Chase pulling out a chair for Alexis? His own fiancée? This woman was hopeless.

         Geneva set her Chanel bag on the empty seat adjacent to her, and just so there wouldn’t be any questions or drama about Alexis laying her handbag on top of it, Alexis hung hers on the back of her chair. She sort of wished they weren’t sitting face-to-face, but then Alexis also wouldn’t want to sit elbow to elbow with her. So maybe it was best that Chase was slightly sitting between them.

         Chase picked up his menu. “They have some great specials today. I think I’ll have the rib eye and egg entrée.

         “Steak this early in the morning?” Alexis said, scanning her own menu.

         “That’s the thing about menus,” Geneva said without ever looking up to acknowledge Alexis. “They have lots of variety so folks can choose whatever they want.”

         Alexis took a deep breath. “I wasn’t suggesting that Chase not get what he wants. I was just asking a question.”

         Geneva ignored her and kept looking at her menu.

         Chase tried to brighten the mood. “What about you, baby?” he said to Alexis. “What’re you having?”

         “Not sure yet.”

         “Hello,” a redheaded woman with layers of curly hair said, moving toward and standing between Chase and Geneva. “I’m Pamela, and I’ll be your server this morning. Our specials are listed in your menus, but can I start you off with something to drink?”

         “I’ll have some coffee,” Geneva told her.

         “I’ll have apple juice,” Alexis said.

         “Coffee for me,” Chase added.

         “Are you ready to order or do you need a few more minutes?”

         Chase looked at Alexis. “Baby, have you decided?”

         “Yes, I think so.”

         “What about you, Mother?” he said.

         Geneva nodded and then spoke directly to Pamela. “I believe I’ll have your veggie omelet.”

         “And you?” Pamela said to Alexis.

         “I’ll have the same.”

         Geneva locked eyes with Alexis but then quickly looked back at Pamela. “On second thought, I’ll take your eggs Benedict.”

         Alexis wanted to crack up laughing. Geneva was so immature sometimes, and as Alexis looked at Chase she could tell he had no clue that the reason his mother had suddenly changed her mind was because she just couldn’t see choosing the same thing Alexis had chosen.

         “I’ll have the steak and eggs,” Chase said.

         “With the rib eye or sirloin?”

         “Rib eye.”

         “Sounds good. I’ll get this ordered for you right away.”

         Geneva watched the woman leave the table and pursed her lips. “She’s not the classiest person I’ve seen working here. Good help must be hard to find these days.”

         “Mother, please,” Chase said.

         “What? This is a very upscale establishment, and normally they don’t hire women like that.”

         “Like what?”

         “Those with tons of wild hair hanging all over the place.”

         Chase shook his head but then turned to Alexis.

         “So how are you feeling?”

         “Better—”

         “Now, how long has your mother been dead, exactly?” Geneva interrupted. “Did you say five years?”

         Alexis swallowed hard. “Yes.”

         “Didn’t you say your dad passed away years ago as well?”

         “Yes, he did.”

         “Hmmm…must be hard having to celebrate the holidays without either of your parents. It’s really too bad, because the holidays just don’t mean very much when you don’t have family.”

         “Mother,” Chase said, leaning back in his chair, “Lexi has plenty of family. She’s got her sister and niece and all her aunts and uncles. She also has us.”

         “It’s still not the same as having parents or children. Because if you don’t have those, then what’s the point?”

         Alexis fought back tears, and she was so disappointed in herself for letting this woman get to her this way.

         “And anyway,” Geneva went on, “why do you keep calling a grown woman Lexi? Her parents named her Alexis, so I would imagine that this is what she prefers to be called.”

         Chase grabbed Alexis’s hand and squeezed it. “It’s my pet name for her, Mother, and Lexi doesn’t mind me calling her that at all.”

         Chase smiled at Alexis, but she wanted to sob real tears. All she could think about were her parents, particularly her mother, and how Geneva’s words were tearing her apart.

         Pamela brought their coffee and juice to the table and walked away again.

         Geneva shook her head. “I really should say something to the manager.”

         “About what?” Chase asked.

         “Their hiring practices. They need to stick with clean-cut staff members. It’s so much more appropriate.”

         “Mother, I really wish you wouldn’t.”

         “So, Alexis,” Geneva said, ignoring him. “Are you going to the mother-daughter ornament exchange the church is having? Oh, wait a minute.” She covered her mouth. “I keep forgetting. You don’t have a mother. Can you ever forgive me?”

         Alexis pulled her hand away from Chase, snatched her handbag from the chair, and rushed toward the ladies’ room. Tears rolled down her face, and once inside she slipped into a stall and closed the door behind her.

         If only her mom were here, she wouldn’t have to feel this way and not even the likes of Geneva would be able to hurt her. Worse, as much as she loved Chase and wanted to be his wife, she was now having second thoughts about it because of his mother. Alexis just wasn’t sure she could continue putting up with all her criticism and rude comments, and she certainly couldn’t imagine living under the same roof with that woman. Whenever the subject came up, Chase insisted that Geneva would be moving back to her own home very soon, but Alexis wasn’t so sure that would happen.

         Alexis sniffled, wiped her face with both hands, and tried to pull herself together. Then she heard a knock at the door.

         “Baby, it’s me,” Chase said. “Are you okay?”

         “I’ll be out in a few minutes,” she said, glad no one else had come into the bathroom. She knew it was only a matter of time before someone did, so she walked out of the stall.

         “I’ll wait here for you.”

         Alexis picked up a napkin from the stack sitting on the vanity, wet it, and patted her face with it. She patted it once more with a dry one and pulled out her pressed face powder sponge to freshen up. Next, she touched up her lipstick, took a deep breath, and left the restroom.

         Chase hugged her. “Baby, I’m really sorry about all my mother’s questions. I’m sorry for everything she said. Sometimes she just doesn’t think.”

         Alexis hugged him back, but what bothered her was the fact that Chase seemingly had no idea that his mother had made those hurtful comments and asked those questions on purpose. She’d known all along that if she wanted to get the best of Alexis, bringing up the loss of her mother would do it.

         They walked back to the table and sat down.

         “Alexis, I am so, so sorry that my questions upset you, and I pray you can forgive me. I certainly didn’t mean anything by them, and my hope is that once you and Chase are married, you’ll see me as your mother figure. Because I would really like that.”

         Alexis gazed at her and then at Chase, who clearly believed his mother was being genuine. So for the sake of keeping peace, Alexis went along with her future mother-in-law’s charade.

         “I’d really like that, too,” she said, forcing a smile and then looking down at her food. Alexis hadn’t meant a word she’d said, though. But neither had Geneva, so as far as Alexis was concerned, they were even—until next time.
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