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One

Christmas Spirit

T
he Christmas light carousel beside Ainsley’s
bed twirled lazily, a faint squeak sounding
in two-second intervals. Buried beneath

the old, comfortable quilt, he looked through the
frost-painted window and out to the cold night sky.
The moon was bright. He could see the swirls and
puffs of smoke, from the chimneys of the houses
in his neighborhood, as they rose and dissipated in
the moonlight. His lids drooped, and he yawned.
He was warm under the quilt. He wondered if his
mother would be here if he woke in the night. He
was frightened for a moment last Christmas when
he went to her room after waking from a fitful sleep.
He hadn’t found her but was soon sleepy again. He
crawled back into his bed and slept. His mother had
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awakened him on Christmas morning telling him
that he was a sleepyhead and there were gifts for
him to open.

He heard his bedroom door open and the light,
familiar step of his mother. He closed his eyes,
pretending to be asleep. He felt the feather mattress
shift as it accommodated her weight as she sat down.
Her cool fingers brushed the hair from his forehead.

“Are you asleep, Little Deer?” she asked in her soft
voice. Ainsley smiled, his eyes still closed.

“Mhm,” he said. He heard her chuckle softly. He
smelled the clean, woodsy scent of her hair as she
bent to kiss his cheek.

“How can you be asleep and answerme at the same
time?” she asked. Ainsley didn’t reply, but he opened
his eyes. The pillow beneath his head was deep and
plush and he had to turn his head to see his mother
as she sat upon his bed, gazing at him tenderly. Her
face was illuminated by the turning carousel by his
bed. The shapes of candles, winter hares, evergreen
trees and sleighs flitted across her face as she looked
down at her son.

“Mama?” Ainsley said after thinking a moment,
“are you staying here tonight?”

An unknown expression crossed her face and then
she said, “Why do you ask me that, Little Deer?” Her
golden eyes glinted and sparkled in the light. Her
ink-black hair tumbled over her shoulders and back
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and wrapped around her arms and inserted itself
into the folds of her clothing.

Ainsley didn’t know how to reply to his mother.
He shrugged his shoulders and burrowed further
into his quilt, regarding his mother steadily. She
tilted her head to gauge his expression. Then shook
her head with a smile, bent to kiss him once more,
and stood to tuck him in.

“Tomorrow is Christmas, darling,” she said, kneel-
ing by his bed and looking into his eyes, “stay in bed
until the sun rises and I will be here to greet you at
the stairs.” Ainsley stayed silent for a moment as he
looked at her. Her hair was outlined in the bright
moonlight that shone through the window behind
her and her eyes glittered warmly in the shadow.

“I will, Mama,” he promised. She kissed him again
and left the room, carefully closing his door.

Ainsley stared about the room after she left, all
drowsiness gone. His eyes moved once more to the
window, to see the cold, night sky. He thought about
his mother and how she seemed to be filled with
lights and stars tonight. He remembered his promise
to stay in bed until sunrise on Christmas morning.
Never before had she asked this of him. Why did
she ask tonight? He would go to her and find out.

He sat up in his bed and swung his legs out over
the edge. He hesitated a moment, but then slid off
his bed and into his slippers on the floor. He pulled
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his little robe from the foot of his bed and quickly
wrapped it around him. He crossed to the door
and pulled it open, being sure not to make a sound.
Peering through the crack, he looked for his mother
on the landing. Was she sitting before the fire in
her room knitting? He slipped out of his room and
down the hall to his mother’s bedroom. The wood
floor squeaked softly and he waited for his mother
to call out to him. He wondered if she would be
cross with him for being out of bed. Her bedroom
door was closed and the landing was cold.

Reaching her door, he knocked, “Mama? Mama?
Why must I stay in bed until sunrise?”

Impatient for her answer, he pushed the door open
and stood in surprise and wonder. A calm blue
light shone upon her bed and glittering snowflakes
drifted about her room shifted by invisible gusts of
wind. A chill breeze buffeted the lace curtains and
ruffled the bedding and canopy curtains.

“Mama?” Ainsley repeated, peering around the
door in curiosity. The source of the blue light, wind,
and snow was his mother’s closet which was across
from her bed. Frightened that his mother had left
him and curious about this strange sight, Ainsley
darted to her closet to call for his mother. He was
sure she must be there in that other place. He held
on to the door frame and shivered in the cold wind
whipping into his mother’s room. His hair ruffled
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and his eyes squinted against the wind and snow.
“Mama!” he shouted, “Mama!”
“Ainsley?”
“Mama! Where are you?” The wind and snow

abated and he saw his mother dressed in a red coat
trimmed in gold leaf and edged in white fur, striding
across a sea of snow. She wore a long, white dress
with a long train that trailed behind her. A moon
twice as bright as the moon outside of his window
shone down on the glistening snow. His mother’s
face was filled with surprise and concern. She ran
through the snow to her son standing at her closet
door. She looked in surprise at the open closet door
and again at her shivering son.

“Oh, Little Deer! You were to be asleep! I left too
soon, I see.” She cradled his cold cheeks in her gloved
hands and bent to peer into his face, “you found my
closet door open?”

“Mama, how did this place get into your closet?
Where is this place?” Ainsley asked, shivering in the
cold. His mother thought for a moment, her face
trading one expression for another as she did so.
Finally, she stood and took hold of Ainsley’s hand.

“Come,” she said, “we’ll get you something warm
to wear and then you will come with me to see my
work on Christmas Eve.” She tugged him back into
her bedroom and lifted the edge of her deep, soft
bed cover and pulled it from her bed.
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“Come,” she motioned to Ainsley. Ainsley stood
in front of her and she wrapped her cover around
and around him until no cold could surely seep in
to chill him.

“Now follow me, Little Deer,” she said as she
stepped lightly into the other world of her closet,
into the snow. Ainsley toddled along behind her as
fast as he could, the bed cover warm, but hampering.
His mother’s black hair spread out behind her and
the snowflakes settled about her head like a crown.

They walked in the endless snow for miles, his
mother before him, silent, and Ainsley bundled in
her bed cover, doing his best to match her strides.
They came to a small house at the edge of a forest.
The chimney puffed smoke. Someone must be
home.

Without knocking, Ainsley’s mother entered the
small home and led him up the stairs to the only
bedroom in the house. A small, sickly girl lay in the
bed asleep.

“Mama? Who is she?” Ainsley asked, overcome
with curiosity. She turned to him and held a finger
to her lips, shaking her head wordlessly. Ainsley’s
brow furrowed and hewas annoyed by the long walk
he just took with his silent his mother. What was
this place? Why wouldn’t his mother tell him? Who
was this small girl that his mother seemed to know?
How did his mother have this place in her closet?
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Impatient, he sat in the lone chair in the room which
sat in front of a window. He threw off the bed cover.

His mother sat beside the child in the bed. She
brushed cool fingers against the fevered brow. Dip-
ping a cloth in a bowl of cool water by the bed, she
sponged the girl’s skin to cool it. She hummed songs
to her as she slept. And Ainsley grew more annoyed.
He sat on the cold wooden floor of the bare room
and wished for the toys in his room. He drew with
his finger in the dust and daydreamed. Still resentful
of the attention his mother gave to this unknown
child, he turned to stare out of the window and was
surprised to see the moon had set and the haze of a
rising sun was there on the horizon.

“Mama? The sun is rising. Have we really been
here so long?” Hearing no answer, he turned to see
why his mother ignored him. His mother lay on
the bed beside the little girl, her hand on the child’s
brow, but her face looked somehow gray and her
hair was limp. Her eyes were no longer shining and
golden. She turned to look at her son as he touched
her arm. Her tired gaze looked to the window as the
first rays of the sun filtered through it.

She turned back to see the child and Ainsley
noticed, with shock, that the child looked healthy
and peaceful. His mother nodded and sat upright.
Ainsley, curious about the change to his mother and
the child, crawled onto the bed and gazed at the girl.
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“She was sick, Little Deer. I came to get her well
for Christmas.” His mother held his hand.

“How did you know her?” Ainsley asked, puzzling
over this strange event.

“I will tell you all later, but my sisters and I answer
the special requests of families during the Christmas
season. We hear their call in our spirits and we tend
to the children who are sickest on Christmas Eve.
We do our best. Sometimes it’s beyond our power,
but for those we can help, we do help.”

“Should we leave her a gift?” Ainsley asked.
“She isn’t truly here, Little Deer. This world is a

magical world. My sisters and I can only see them
here when they are at their weakest and asleep. As
the sun rises, this little house will return to the snow
and she will return awake to her family. Come. Let
us return home, for it is Christmas Day.”

Ainsley nodded, taking one last look at the girl
before gathering up his mother’s bed cover. They
left the house and trudged back through the snow
to the door of his mother’s closet. Several times
he looked up to his mother’s face and he saw the
radiance returning to her. The tiredness had faded
a bit from eyes and her skin was warm and radiant
once more.

They reached home andwalked through her closet
door just as the sun peeked over the roofs of the
houses on their street. Ainsley thought of the
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presents he had asked for this year but decided
that this time, he could wait a little longer to open
them. His mother dropped into her knitting chair
before her fireplace and Ainsley poked at the embers
and threw another log onto the red hot coals. He
struggled to tug his mother’s bed cover over her as
she sat looking into the small flames drowsily. He
climbed into his mother’s lap and they both stared
into the flames.

The sun rose high into the sky on Christmas as
Ainsley and his mother, a Daughter of Christmas,
slept before the fire.

The end.
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Also by N. Annette Knight

And Riley Runs: A Short
Story Thriller
Riley is a 12-year old girl who
is granted a small amount of
independence for the first time
by her protective parents. Soon,
suffering from hurt feelings and
neglect by her closest friends,

Riley finds herself utterly alone and racing against a
setting sun. Unknown to Riley, she will soon have
to run for her life.
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