Gifts That Remain

Night was falling on Christmas Eve, 1939, and I was conscious of a need to hurry home for our annual family celebrations of table and gift giving. My heart was warm with thoughts of the great things I had already bought with my father and brother in mind, but I still needed something for mother and time was running out. So also were my resources, diminished now from the three dollars I began with--graciously supplied by my parents--to two dimes, a nickel, and a quarter. 

Sloshing through the snow on Lawrence Avenue in Chicago, I was feeling somewhat ashamed. Why is it that the one we are most indebted to usually gets the least? Quickly drawn to a lovely white slip in a nearby window, my imagination began to take over. It looked expensive, almost satin-like, with lace across the top. Wow! 

"I'll take that slip in the window," I said to the clerk inside, not even counting the cost, "and would you wrap it for me, too?" "Of course, young man," she said, sensing---even enjoying, it seemed---my delight. She took her time but wrapped it well, adding ribbons and bows. Mom would be pleased, I knew. "How much?" I asked. "Pretty reasonable," she answered, "just three dollars and fifty cents!" Her mood changed when she heard what I had. Generosity has its limits. 

Out on the street again, I began to panic. What could I possibly get for my mom with what I had left? Even the dime store--a nine-year-old's best friend in those days--seemed bleak. Finally I confided in a kind-looking older woman working there. I had to. "Can you think of anything I could buy my mother for two dimes, a nickel, and a quarter?" 

It took awhile, considering options. There were possibilities, but none seemed generous enough to me. It had to be something special--and big! Finally, the older woman's eye caught a bowl high up on a shelf that "we're closing out before Christmas." When asked how much she said, "Let me look," and to our common delight she shrieked, "Forty-nine cents, marked down from three dollars!" I had heard of cut glass before, so in my mind that's what it was, and I was soon singing my way home with the best gift of all, wrapped in a big box that made it look even bigger. 

Mother always opened her gifts last, and that night was no exception. Sensing my delight and expectation she held off on my gift to the end. Her surprise on discovering the bowl and her appreciation on examining it still thrill and secure my spirit these many years later. And the bowl, thereafter feted in some way on every state occasion in our home--together always with thanks to me for buying it--still lives on in useful memory 60 years later as a vessel for food and fruit at our family cabin in Wisconsin. 

Two dimes and a nickel and a quarter aren't much as the world counts money these days. 

Yet multiplied by the imaginings of a loving son, nurtured by an understanding store clerk, and gratefully received by a perceptive and sensitive mother, lesser gifts can be used to foster memories that last beyond their unwrapping.  Thank God that he, too, looks beyond our meager gifts to the spirit in which they are given.


What shall I give him, poor as I am? If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;

if I were a wise man, I would do my part; yet what I can I give him: give my heart.
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