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Entering into the Christmas Spirit

“But you, when you pray, enter into your closet, and when you have shut your door,
pray to your Father which is in secret; and your Father which sees in secret shall
reward you openly.” ~ Matthew 6:6 Bible, American King James Version



Rap, tap, tap, tap...the tree branch bumped and scratched against the window, and a
blustery wind outside bore down and swayed the old oak until its last leaf broke
loose from a branch. A whoosh of air caught the leaf and buffeted it around and it
spiraled to the ground. Now a complete skeleton tossed by the wind, the tree stood
naked, vulnerable and alone to face the winter weather. Christie felt like the old tree,

stripped of its protective leaves and dreading what came next.

Her mood matched the bleak backdrop of the barren landscape and gray sky, and it
left her empty inside. She knew what was coming. She saw it in her mind that
morning as she curled up under her comforter, surrounded by her stuffed animals,

and it would begin the moment Dad walked in the door on Christmas Eve.

Dad took a week off for the holidays, and this year would follow the same pattern as
other years, only this year would be worse, because each year was worse than the
year before. He always started out happy. The long 14-hour days at the office were
over, and the stress of work disappeared. He was an executive now and when he
came home to his family and walked through the front door, a sense of relief washed
over him. Most days they barely saw him but the corporate office closed on

Christmas Eve and stayed closed until the day after New Years.

Dad swung the front door open and glanced at Christie sitting on the couch. “How’s
my little girl? It's hard to believe another year has almost come and gone. You just

get taller every year.” He patted her head of short curly blond hair.

Yes, no doubt she got taller every year, but even more amazing was that it took him

a whole year to notice.

Fourth graders were probably too old for stuffed animals, but she had a bed full
because they were her silent friends that told her everything would be okay. Lots of

people had crutches in life, and stuffed teddy bears, lions and tigers, rabbits and



other cute animals were Christie’s whereas the clink of ice cubes dropping into a

glass was Dad’s.

Mom came out of the kitchen and peeked her head into the living room. “Dinner is

ready.”

She cooked Dad and Christie’s favorite meal, pot roast, and they loved how the
gravy'’s rich beef flavor sunk into the carrots and potatoes. Christie stuck her fork
into a piece of meat, bit into it and let the flavor linger in her mouth as she chewed,

soaking up the onion and garlic seasonings.

Dad got up from the table and more ice cubes clinked into his glass. He splashed
some orange juice on top but it quickly faded into the clear liquid poured from the
Smirnoff bottle. His glass emptied several times during dinner, and by the end of the

meal, his tongue thickened with words that slurred through his lips.

“Fine meal, Maggie,” he managed to say as he staggered his way over to the couch.
Mom'’s name always changed from Margie to Maggie on Christmas Eve. “Margie” was
too much to roll off his tongue, but by avoiding the “R,” his mouth maneuvered the

right sounds for Maggie.

Within minutes he was snoring.

Mom cleared the dishes from the table, and tears filled the corners of her eyes but
she quickly glanced away when she noticed Christie watching her. Pot roast and
vegetables covered his plate; the only plate not wiped clean by hungry, appreciative,

sober mouths.

“Thanks, Mom. It was yummy. You make the best pot roast of anyone I know.”



Mom looked over at Christie and the corners of her mouth turned up as a tear
trickled down her cheek. Her hand brushed across, wiping away the tear and she

nodded her head.

The same way Christie knew all the trees would lose their leaves she knew Dad was
destined to hit the couch in a drunken stupor, but he had never drunk so many
glasses so quickly, and while he usually enjoyed their Christmas Eve meal, he had

barely touched his favorite dinner.

She frowned and her cheeks flushed as a chill came over her. She put her hand to
her forehead and it felt warm, and her muscles ached. Shivering she wrapped her

arms around herself and said, “Mom, [ don'’t feel so good. Is it cold in here?”

Mom checked the thermostat and it read 72 degrees. “No honey, if anything, it's a

little warm.”

“It must be me, then, I feel cold. I'm going to crawl under my covers and get warm.”

Mom put her hand on Christie’s forehead. “You feel hot. Hope you aren’t getting the
flu. It's going around.” Her mom frowned. “There’s children’s Tylenol in the

bathroom cabinet. You can take two to bring down the fever, honey.”

Christie nodded and went up to her room, which was the closest one to the stairs.
She climbed into bed and curled into a ball, hoping the mounds of comforter and
stuffed animals could warm, hide and protect her. Every year this evening began and
ended the same way. In the middle of the night on Christmas Eve, Dad would
wander into her room and topple into bed beside her, and she would wake to the
strong stench of alcohol breath on her face and a sweaty body that reeked of the
same odor. “Maggie... Maggie.” His tongue would fumble the words, and he might
stroke her cheek for a minute or two but would soon lapse into unconsciousness.

She would lie awake until she was sure he’d passed out again., then she would



quietly slip out of bed, grab a comforter from the hall closet and go downstairs to

sleep on the couch.

Mom would find her there in the morning and know Dad was in her room. She never
asked any questions and Christie never offered any explanations. They pretended it
never happened, but after Dad woke up and they all ate breakfast, Christie would
saunter off to her room and quietly wish her door had a lock. Loud arguing soon

followed.

“Why do you do this?” Her mother yelled.

“Do what?” Her father shouted back. “I work long hours to provide for you two and

then you accuse me? Accuse me of what?”

“You're never here and when you are, you're so drunk I don’t even know who you

are! You sneak into Christie’s room at night and what do you do there?”

“I sleep. What do you think I do?”

“Why don’t you come into our bed? Why do you go to her room?”

“I don’t know Margie. Why don'’t you tell me? You seem to have it all figured out. 'm

half asleep. I don’t know why I end up in there.”

“But every year during the holidays this happens. You don’t love us anymore. We

hardly ever see you and if you cared about us, you wouldn’t get drunk like that.”

“I'm just blowing off steam. You have no idea how stressful my job is. By the time the
holidays roll around, I just need a break from everything. You don’t appreciate how

hard I work to provide for this family!”



Their clash would drag on with shrill shouts until at long last one of them would
scold the other to lower their voices so Christie wouldn’t hear, but Christie always
heard because the muffled voices penetrated the walls with the same angry tones as

the loud shouting.

She dreamed of staying with her grandma over the holidays. Grandma baked
Christmas cookies with her, and her decorations were always so artistic and
imaginative like Christmas trees with angels, fancy bows and hand painted bulbs
with snow scenes. Grandma would hug her, kiss the top of her head, make her hot
chocolate and tell her stories about when her mom was young. They always laughed
and had such fun, so much so that she wished she could stay there all the time.
Grandma used to tell her how much God loved her, and she had a glow about her
when she said that, and she said that God was love and that he was infinitely good,
but there were also times when she said strange things like “the idle do the devil’s

work.”

“The devil’s work,” Christie gave this idea some thought. Did the devil make Dad
drink on Christmas Eve? Whenever Dad quit working was when things started
falling apart, and not working meant you were idle, and apparently somebody

always stayed busy and if it wasn’t you, she guessed it was the devil.

Grandma also said, “If anything ever bothers you Christie, you can enter into your
closet and shut the door and pray to God in secret. He loves you more than you

know and will comfort you.”

When she was younger, she’d tried going into her closet a few times, but it never
worked out like Grandma said. It was dark in there and the outlines of objects took
on scary shapes. Maybe the devil was doing his work in her closet because she
hadn’t helped her Mom enough, and that made some sense because a minute was all
she could stand to stay in her dark, dark closet. She’d tried closing her eyes and

counting past sixty, but that didn’t help either, and before she knew it, her body



would dart through the door as though it had a will of its own and demons were

chasing it.

Each year followed a familiar pattern, yet somehow, this year was different. She was
growing up, and for more than a year she had called her mommy “Mom” and her
daddy “Dad.” She was nine now, and something deep inside her said that she should
stay away from Dad when he was drunk. She didn’t know why but it was a feeling

she had and that feeling was strong and it wanted to protect her.

One time she’d told Mommy she wished Daddy would leave, but Mommy said, “Oh

no, honey. Don’t ever wish that. Let me show you something.”

She drove them into an unfamiliar part of town that some people liked to call the
projects but Mom said was actually the slums. A woman wearing a ratty-looking hat
and ragged clothes pushed a shopping cart, and a tiny girl with stringy, long hair and

dirt smudged across her face huddled in the corner of a dark alley.

“These are homeless people sweetie. Your dad goes to work and earns money so we
can have food on the table and live in a nice house. You wouldn’t want us to end up

like them, would you?”

Christie shook her head and said, “No...never. Daddy can stay.”

She put her hand on her throbbing forehead and it was hotter now. Her eyes ached
and she shivered under the covers as chills streamed up and down her arms and
legs. She clambered out of bed, went to the bathroom cabinet, grabbed the

Children’s Tylenol and swallowed two capsules with a glass of water.

She snuck into her parents’ bedroom and dialed her grandma’s number. She heard

Grandma’s kind voice say, “Hello?”



“Hi Grandma, it’s Christie. I'm getting sick and I think it's because I don’t want Dad

to be drunk on Christmas Eve. Why does he do that?”
“Well, honey...you know his dad used to get drunk on Christmas Eve when he was a
child. That was the only night of the whole year that it happened. It’s called binge

drinking.”

“Yeah, that's the way Dad is. It’s only Christmas Eve but then he comes into my room

and falls into my bed and passes out. What's up with that?”

“Did you know that your room used to be your parents’ bedroom before you were
born? Their bedroom used to be a den but when your mom got pregnant they
turned the den into the master bedroom and your room became the nursery. Now
what used to be the nursery is your bedroom.”

“Oh...no, [ didn’t know that.”

“Honey, when people drink alcohol, it jumbles up their thoughts in ways that don’t

make sense. Your dad probably thinks he’s going to his bedroom.”

“Yeah, [ think he does because he calls me Maggie.”

“Oh, Grandma, I wish I could spend Christmas Eve with you instead .”

“I know sweetie, me too, but we both know that’s not possible. Why don’t you pray

to God and ask him to help you. He always answers our prayers, sweetie.”

“Okay, Grandma. Thanks I'll pray about it. Love you.”

“Love you too, honey. Bye.”



Christie hung up and smiled. She always felt better after she talked to Grandma but
tonight she just wished she could disappear. Tonight of all nights, if she could

disappear that would solve everything, and that thought gave her another idea.

She opened the hallway linen closet and pulled down a comforter along with a few

extra pillows, and she threw the comforter and one pillow into her bedroom closet.

Christie tiptoed downstairs and saw her dad still asleep on the couch. Pans clattered
in the kitchen, which meant mom had washed and dried them and was putting them
away. Christie snuck over to the corner table beside the couch, quietly opened the
drawer and pulled out the flashlight, then grabbed her winter hat and coat out of the
front closet and tiptoed back upstairs to her room. She fluffed up the two extra
pillows and arranged them in a line, pulled her comforter on top of them, and hoped

the bulge would look like she was under the covers.

She took a bunch of her stuffed animals off the bed and tossed them into her closet

on top of the bedding.

Then she marched over to the small desk in the corner of her room, grabbed a

yellow tablet with lined paper and wrote a note:

Dear Mom and Dad,

My teacher taught us about the Christmas Spirit this year. She said it was the love
we share with each other. You fight at Christmas time and I don't feel there is
much love in our house. I've gone to find the Christmas Spirit. Be back after I find

him.

Merry Christmas

Christie



No respectable nine-year old still believed in Santa even though they pretended they
did to get lots of presents. After all, Santa was the gift guy, but the Christmas Spirit

was different, and was more like God and lots of people believed in God, right?

There, she would leave the note on the desk and her mom would see it in the

morning when she came into her room to find her.

Wearing her winter coat and hat would keep her warm and take away the chills, so
she put them on, grabbed her iPad off her night stand, turned on the flash light,
entered her closet, and plunked down on the comforter, nestling herself between
her stuffed animals. She opened her iPad to the last story she was reading, and read

until her eyes throbbed from the headache and she couldn’t read anymore.

This was the moment she’d been waiting for. She hoped if she entered into her
closet and prayed to God, she could somehow enter into the Christmas Spirit that
her teacher had talked about. She never understood why you had to pray in a small
dark closet and hadn’t quite figured out the “entering” either, but both her teacher
and her Grandma used the “entering” word a lot so it must be important. If it were
easy, then more people would be praying. Maybe it would be easier now because so
far, her stay in the closet had been quite bearable with the light from her flashlight
and iPad and all her stuffed animals to keep her company. She took a deep breath,

turned off the lights and began to pray silently in her head.

“God, Grandma always said if [ entered my closet, you would help me.”

Resentment and worry became tears and Christie began to sob and clamped her
hands over her mouth so no one would hear her. A torrent of sadness made her
body shake. The sadness she’d pent up for years gushed out of her, and her sobbing
felt like it would never stop, the knot in her throat felt like it would never go away
and she wondered if her chest would ever stop heaving. Maybe visions of

sugarplums danced through other kids’ heads but not hers. Visions of terrible



Christmas Eves and Christmas Days, visions of her dad climbing into her bed and of
her parents quarreling; these were the visions that danced through her head. They
always gave her lots of Christmas presents but it wasn’t the presents that mattered.
No amount of presents ever made up for how much she dreaded Christmas, never
made up for all the anger, worry and fear. If Dad left them, they’d be homeless, but
the longer he stayed around, the worse each holiday became. Someone had to do

something; someone had to make it stop.

She gasped for breath and prayed in her head, “God, | want to enter into the
Christmas Spirit, the spirit of love my teacher told us about. Grandma says you love

me and [ was hoping you could help me with this.”

More tears streamed down Christie’s face, but finally her crying ended and she took

her hands away from her mouth.

“Oh...” she continued her prayer, “and I'm sick too and maybe you could help me
with that. It's not very fun to be sick on Christmas Day, and if 've been idle can you
please keep the devil away, at least long enough to help me? If you can show me how

not to be idle, [ promise I won'’t be idle anymore.”

A peaceful sense of comfort came over Christie and as the muscles in her forehead
relaxed, the knot in her throat also disappeared and her breathing became normal
and steady. She laid her head on her pillow, and within seconds fell into a soothing

deep sleep.

kkk

“Jake! Wake up! Jake!” Mom stood over Christie’s bed where Dad was sleeping and
shook his shoulder. Christie stared through the slats of her closet door and hoped

she remained invisible to them because she wasn't done praying in secret.



Dad stirred and rubbed his eyes. “What? Why are you waking me up?” He moaned

and pressed his hand against his aching forehead.

“Christie is gone. She left us this note.” Mom shoved the note at his chest and he sat

up to read it.

Mom started to cry and shifted her weight back and forth from one foot to the other

as Dad’s eyes kept scanning the note.

“Has it been that bad?” Dad’s worried eyes peered into hers. “I guess it has. Where

would she go to look for the Christmas Spirit?”

“I don’t know,” Mom said. “Her coat and hat are gone too and I don’t know where to

begin to look for her.”

“Maybe she went to a department store to find Santa?” Dad stared at the paper and

ran his fingers through his hair.

“I don’t think the Christmas Spirit and Santa are the same thing to her. I should've
asked her. A few days ago she told me her teacher taught them about the Christmas
Spirit and Christie said she didn’t care what presents we got her and that all she
wanted was for the Christmas Spirit to come to our house. [ wasn’t really sure what

she meant, so I just told her that would be nice.”

Dad stood up. They both walked out of the bedroom with Dad carrying Christie’s

note, and their voices grew distant.

The car engine revved and gravel made crunching sounds as the car pulled out of

the driveway, and the noise of the engine faded as they drove down the road.



Christie felt her forehead and it was no longer hot. The achiness behind her eyes had
disappeared too and so had the chills, and in fact, her energy surged and hunger

tugged at her stomach.

“God, is it okay to come out of the closet yet?” She asked the question in her head,
continuing to pray in secret, and she got the idea to stay where she was, just a tiny
bit longer. Oh...He wanted her to see that she wasn’t afraid of the darkness anymore
and didn’t feel alone anymore either. “Is this you, Christmas Spirit? Is it you who are
here with me?” A warm, calmness surrounded her, telling her that her prayer had
been answered, and as her smile reached from ear to ear, she clapped her hands
with excitement. Happiness bubbled up in her chest and filled the closet and flowed
into her comforter and danced around her stuffed animals until it hugged her whole

bedroom.

Christie bounced out of her closet, scampered down the stairs, hung up her hat and

coat and pulled a bowl out of the kitchen cupboard for cereal.

When they left, her mom was crying and her dad looked sad and worried. They
really did love her after all. They would be so happy to know that the Christmas
Spirit came for Christmas. She could feel the warmth of happiness everywhere,

spreading throughout their entire house.

While she ate her cereal, she figured she’d give her grandma a call and let her know

how the praying went. She dialed her number and the phone rang.

“Hello,” Grandma answered.

“Hi Grandma, this is Christie and [ wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas.” Christie

paced back and forth, eager to tell her what happened.

“Oh dear, it’s so sweet of you.”



“Guess what Grandma...the Christmas Spirit came to visit us this year so we could
share more love in our family. [ went into my closet and asked God for help and he

took care of everything. He sent the Christmas Spirit and even got rid of my flu.”

“That’s so wonderful to hear sweetie. I'm so glad you let me know. I love hearing

from you.”

“You too, Grandma.” Christie looked out the living room window. “Well, I better go

because Mom and Dad just pulled up in our driveway. Love you.”

“Love you too, honey. Goodbye.”

Christie hung up the phone just as the bolt lock clicked open and her parents walked
through the door.

“Oh Christie!” Her mom ran to hug her. “I'm so glad you're alright.”

“Me too!” Her dad said as he joined in the group hug.

“Guess what?” Christie looked into her mom and dad’s eyes. “I found the Christmas

Spirit. Not only that, he’s here with me. “

“Really?” Mom looked surprised. “Where is he?”

“He’s everywhere but | found him when [ went in my closet. It was just like Grandma
said. She said I should go into my closet and pray to God in secret, and so I did that

and then the Christmas Spirit came.”

“Is that where you were, sweetie, in your closet?” Dad asked.



“Yes, | was there the whole time and I'm not sick anymore and I'm not afraid of the
dark anymore either. I just talked to Grandma and told her all about it and she was

very happy for us!”

“You talked to Grandma?” Mom looked puzzled.

“Yes, I called her.”

Mom peered into Christie’s eyes and cupped Christie’s chin in her hand. “Honey, you

know Grandma passed away last year, right?”

“Well yes, “ said Christie, “I know that, but when she was sick, before she passed
away, she told me she would always be with me and I could talk to her anytime. So I
called her. It’s kind of the same thing with the Christmas Spirit. When you call them,
they come, and they help you. They’re always here when you need them.
Actually...the more I think about it...the more I think they’re just always here, only

sometimes we forget, but the best place to look for them is in your heart.”

Dad gave mom a hug, and their eyes twinkled when they smiled. That was the first

smile they’d shared on Christmas Day in quite awhile.

Christie gazed out their living room window at the large oak tree that sprawled
across their front lawn, and in it she saw an old friend. She knew it would have no
trouble lasting the winter, that spring would come making its bright green leaves
pop out, and before too long, it would spread its green canopy over their front yard

again.

The End



