Christmas 1910

Harriet was six years old.  One afternoon at the end of November, she and her mother were walking along a city street to the building where her father had his office.  On the ground floor of this building was a toy store with large windows and lavish displays.  

Glancing in one of the windows, Harriet saw the most beautiful doll imaginable, and stopped where she stood, eyes wide with amazement.  Her mother (remembering similar attractions when she was a little girl) stood with Harriet while the little girl gazed at the doll for almost ten minutes.

Such a doll!  Her head and hands were of bisque; she had a cupid-bow mouth and pinkish cheeks.  Her clothes were made of silk, and looked very fashionable for the day.  There was a bright red ribbon in her hair, and the hair looked real.  Harriet imagined holding this doll—her baby.  She would love it and kiss it and hug it and take care of it, and it would be the most precious thing in her life!  She imagined herself sitting across the playroom table from the doll, sharing ‘tea’.  She saw herself cuddling the doll late, at night when she could not sleep, or when she felt lonely.  She would take that doll everywhere with her, and she would never let her go!

‘That’s very pretty, isn’t it Harriet?’ her mother said.

‘Oh yes!’ Harriet replied.  She loved that doll and wanted it so much she almost cried.  ‘Yes, mama, it is the most beautiful doll!  I love it!’  

At dinner that evening, her daddy asked her about her day, and Harriet started talking about the doll in the toy store window.  ‘She has big eyes and real hair, and beautiful clothes, and everything!’   She chattered on and on about the doll, and the words flowed from her like a river.  Looking at her father with the biggest eyes she could manage, she dared to say, ‘I’d really like to have that dolly!’

Her father shrugged, feigning indifference.  ‘Christmas is in a month.  Perhaps Saint Nicholas will bring her for you.’  He didn’t seem too interested.  Mother was in the kitchen rattling dishes.  Harriet didn’t know what to think.

The doll became the focal point of Harriet’s six-year-old attention, and she talked about it every day.  Whenever her mother and she visited her father in his office, Harriet looked eagerly yet fearfully in the window, to see if the doll were still there.  

A few days before Christmas, Harriet was horrified to discover the doll had been removed from the window.  A store clerk, who recognized Harriet from her many visits to the window, saw the little girl start to weep and rushed out into the street.  ‘No, don’t cry,’ he said.  ‘We’ve changed the display in the window so we can show different toys, that’s all.’  He was going to say something else, but Harriet’s mother frowned at the clerk, stopping him in time.  ‘The doll is inside the store instead of in the window.’  Mother dried Harriet’s eyes and said they had to go, because she had business at Trinity Cathedral.

Mother often took Harriet with her to the church when she attended church groups, classes, or met with one of the clergy.  Harriet usually contented herself by looking at books in the waiting room, or talking to Mr Maurice the sexton, who had grandchildren Harriet’s age.  To-day, however, she had a plan.

When no one was looking, she crept into the church.  The traditional Nativity scene had been erected and placed near the baptismal font in the north transept.  The ceramic baby Jesus lay on his back on a bed of straw, his arms outstretched toward the sky.  Harriet walked over to the crèche; she wanted to pick up the figure of Jesus and hold it in her arms, but she knew she shouldn’t.  She spoke to it.

‘I know you’re just a baby, so maybe you won’t understand, but I saw this dolly in a store window, and I really want it.  I really want it because I love it and it’s beautiful, and she would be my best friend, even better than Bonny Mae my neighbour, you know who I mean?’  As they had weeks before, the words flowed from her in a passionate torrent.  ‘And this dolly and I would play together all the time and I would love her because I do love her and she is so beautiful….’

The baby Jesus did not react that Harriet could see, and the more she talked the sadder she felt.  Daddy didn’t seem interested that Harriet loved this doll, and all her mother would say was ‘Hmm?’  The more Harriet talked to the porcelain Jesus, the more foolish she felt.  He  didn’t seem too concerned either.  Why should God care about a doll?  Harriet had never seen Him, and maybe He didn’t even know who she was.  Harriet knew God had a lot of important things to do, like growing trees and healing the sick and things, much more important than a doll, although the doll meant everything to her.

‘…and I’m just little and maybe your daddy doesn’t know me, but you could ask your daddy for me and then maybe He would let me have the dolly….’

It seemed hopeless to her, and Harriet collapsed in tears.

If only she could have known how desperately God wanted to comfort her in that moment!

The door from the parish house opened at just that moment, and Father Owens, the curate, entered.  ‘Harriet!’ he called, ‘we’ve been looking all over for you!’  He heard the little girl sob and sniffle.  ‘Why, whatever is the matter?’ he asked as he came over and sat beside her on the floor.

Between sobs, Harriet told the story of the doll, and said, ‘and I thought I would ask Jesus to ask His Daddy if I could have the doll, because I’m just a little kid and God probably doesn’t know who I am, and then I thought He probably is like my daddy and works in an office and has more important stuff to think about like people fighting and getting sick and giving babies to mommies and daddies and He wouldn’t care about a little kid and a doll…..’

Father Owens reached into his pocket for a clean, starched handkerchief, and gently dabbed away the tears from Harriet’s cheeks.  ‘I know exactly how you feel; sometimes I’m surprised when God pays attention to me, too.  Have you ever heard the passage in the Bible where Jesus said to His disciples, his followers, “Suffer the little children to come unto me”?  Jesus loves little children and wants them always to be able to come and talk about whatever they want to.  And believe me, God knows you so very well that He knows how many hairs are on your head!

Harriet put her hand to her head and felt the silky hair.

‘Just last night, my little boy came to me because a wheel came off his toy waggon.  I fixed it for him, and showed him how I did it, and now he can take care of himself.  If the wheel comes off again, he can fix it, and if he forgets, I will fix it for him and teach him how again.  He knows he can always ask me for help and I will give it to him because he’s my son and I love him.  It’s the same with God.  You will never have a problem that is so small that He won’t care.  If you care about the doll, God cares about the doll too!’

***

On Christmas Day, a large package with Harriet’s name on it stood in front of the family Christmas tree.  Harriet’s eyes were as big as saucers, her mouth opened in surprise, as she rushed to the tree.  Ripping the paper, she tore opened the carton and pulled from it the very doll she loved so much.  She clutched the bisque doll to her and shouted, ‘He heard me!  Ha ha!’  She jumped and danced in place, shouting and laughing, ‘He heard me!’

Puzzled, her mother asked, ‘Who heard you, dear?’

‘God heard me!  I prayed and he heard me!’

‘Of course, dear,’ Mother responded, still a little puzzled.

Her father murmured, ‘”My delight is in the Lord; because he hath heard the voice of my prayer; because he hath inclined his ear unto me; therefore will I call upon him as long as I live.”  Psalm 116.’  Merry Christmas, Harriet!’
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