


Christmas on the Corner 

The anticipation had been feverously building for weeks now but we just went about our daily routines, hoping that busyness would make the time go faster. Get up in the dark, bundle ourselves off to school, sometimes wading through the chest high drifts of snow to get to our classroom. Inside the school, a tangled mess of wet boots mingled with the sharp aroma of fifty pairs of woolen mitts laid on radiators hoping to dry enough to make snowballs on the way home.

School was a blur of activity with the Christian Brothers at St. Pat’s trying to dampen the enthusiasm of hundreds of boys with nothing on their minds but Christmas. They had little chance but that they didn’t seem to stop them as they singled out one boy after another for particular attention. Hoping that the others would learn from the experience of those they made to suffer. It did little but dull the quiet roar that lived inside of each of us and soon it would erupt again and another prisoner would head to the gallows.

Finally school would be over for the day and now it was our time. We laughed and fought and danced our way home. Time for a quick drink and a snack and then it was time for the eternal street hockey game. We played street hockey every day after school from the first snowfall, usually sometime in October to the last snow on the ground, often well into April.
We used a tennis ball because those fancy orange hockey balls froze quickly in the cool winter air and when you got hit with a slapshot it felt like getting shot by a cannonball. Besides, none of had hockey pads. A few had hockey gloves but most just bundled their sticks into the maw of their mitts that after an hour or two gained about ten pounds each from the cold outside and the sweat inside. We didn’t have any hockey nets either, that would come much later. Instead we used lumps of snow as posts and this created an endless debate about whether a shot was a goal or “over the post”. Our sticks weren’t that great either. Most of us had cheap, really cheap wooden sticks that we got at a hardware store in the neighbourhood. If your stick got broken you just played on with the stump.

But boy was it fun!! It didn’t matter if there was just two of you, although there was usually enough to make up teams of four or five each. We set up in the middle of the road and it was game on. We moved out of the way of cars, but not everybody had a car and there was little traffic on our street. Our biggest worry was the cops. Two or three of our neighbours didn’t like the idea of us taking over the street so every day we played they would call the police to get us off the road. It was illegal to play hockey on the street but I am not even sure there was a penalty but it was a great adventure when someone would spy the cop car coming across our street.
Someone would yell “Cops!!” and we would all scatter over the snow banks and into the backyards near the action. Breathless we would lay low until the police had passed, they never got out of the car, but we still ran as if we were wanted for murder. I think the cops probably had a good laugh at the sight of all these little hoodlums running for their lives. As soon as we thought the coast was clear we would regroup at our hangout, the Corner.

St. John’s at that time was a series of small enclaves bounded by the street on which you lived. None of these streets were very long but sometimes your gang only extended for part of the street. Calver Avenue was an east-west street of about eighty homes. But it had at least four distinct sections. You may know someone in another section but it was unlikely they could be your friend, and they certainly couldn’t hang around with you. The headquarters of our gang was Morecombe’s Corner, designated by the grocery store at the corner of Calver Avenue and Mayor Avenue.

Just about every corner in St. John’s had its own corner store, mostly mom and pop operations that sold the basics: dry goods, maybe a few vegetables like potatoes, turnip, and carrots, soft drinks and potato chips, and a selection of prepared meats. They would also carry cigarettes and tobacco, soap and detergent, and if you brought a note from your mother you could get a package of sanitary napkins. All of us hating getting that note and we would sneak into the store and hope nobody noticed what we were getting. We didn’t know what they were but there were always some older boys hanging around who would tease you mercilessly if they found out.
We didn’t have much money, nobody did, but every so often we would beg a few cents from our mother to get a snack and a drink at the store. We didn’t need much money. A coke was a dime, a bag of chips was five cents, and later when we started smoking you get two cigarettes for a nickel. The best times were after a snowstorm when we would trudge around the neighbourhood offering to “clear people’s paths” for them. When we got lucky and one of the shut-ins engaged us, half a dozen of us would furiously shovel our way to enough money for all of us to head to Morecombe’s for a coke and maybe a raisin square.

Once it got dark it was time to go home for supper, homework, a little tv and then off to bed, exhausted but excited, since Christmas was only two days away and tomorrow was the last day of school before Christmas. I don’t think my feet touched the ground on the way to school that morning and my head was higher than the drifting snow that by now had reached near the top of the telephone poles in places. All the talk was about what we were getting for Christmas. 
I didn’t have any great expectations because I knew that we couldn’t afford most of the things that were advertised on tv, but some of my friends had already sneaked into their parents bedrooms and seen the stacks of boxes that they hoped were for them. My dream was for a pair of real hockey gloves like the NHL players had, preferably in Chicago Black Hawk colours, but as I had told my mother many times, anything but the dreaded blue and white of the Maple Leafs.
The day at school passed quickly and as we hurried home for one last game of hockey before Christmas Eve I reminded my mother of my special Christmas request. She shooed me away with a warning about the perils of bad behaviour just before Christmas and the even more impossible task of trying to not get my clothes soaked playing street hockey. The game went faster than the school day and before I knew it was time for bed and the long deep sleep of a hopeful child.

Christmas Eve was a hubbub of activity with relatives dropping in and the happy sounds of a few alcoholic drinks being passed around. Everybody who came to our house could be guaranteed of one drink, and one drink only. My mother would get the bottle of whiskey out of its secret cupboard and quickly return it to its hiding place as soon as the drink was delivered.

We played hockey all day that day, got chased by the police twice and managed to hitch a ride down Avalon Street, a steep incline near our house, on the back of an oil truck. “Getting a cling” was a great adventure full of potential danger and extreme excitement. Part of the thrill was the stories we had been told of youngsters sliding beneath the wheels of an oil truck and perishing under its enormous weight and power. We didn’t really believe the stories but if they were true then it couldn’t happen to us, we were invincible.
We said goodbye and wished each other much success in the Santa department. Then home to wring out our dripping clothes and one last meal before Christmas. We didn’t have anything fancy, sausages and potatoes I think, but it was still one of the greatest meals of the year. Then it was time to watch Don Jamison and his family celebrate Christmas on tv. All of huddled together to listen to Don read the Night Before Christmas and even though I didn’t want to it was time for bed.

I tried my best to fall asleep but couldn’t so I listened for any signs of Santa Claus. I didn’t hear any reindeer on the roof but I did hear a lot of rustling going on out in the living room. Finally and thankfully I drifted off to sleep. When I awoke it was Christmas morning and as usual I was the first one under the tree. My eyes grew wide as I saw my hockey gloves, not completely new, but looking just as real as the ones that my heroes wore. Not Black Hawk gloves, but Montreal Canadians, my Dad’s team. I could live with that. At least they weren’t blue. Soon I had woken the rest of my family and they all stumbled out to see what Christmas had brought them. I have no idea what anyone else got. I was already wearing my gloves and showing off my shooting style with my new fifty cent hockey stick.

Then it was time for our stockings and while we didn’t get a lot I really appreciated what we did get. There was a big red Christmas apple that I always ate first, an orange that could wait, and a handful of grapes that we as children only ever saw at Christmas. There were a few little toys, a new pair of socks and mitts, and at the very bottom of the stocking was a glorious box of Crackerjacks.

After my apple I pulled open my Crackerjacks, dug to the bottom of the box to find my toy, and while I figured out how to put together the miniature boat I savoured each sweet morsel of sticky toffee coated peanuts and popcorn. By now my mother and older sisters would be pushing me to get ready for mass and for some reason they wouldn’t let me wear my new hockey gloves to church. 
After mass we came home and had a delicious turkey dinner and then settled in to watch the Christmas programs on tv. They included the old version of A Christmas Carol, a few cartoons like Rudolph, and for some reason the story of Heidi, that little lost girl in the Swiss Alps. I would have preferred Swiss Family Robinson, but my sisters would have never allowed that. Besides the only two viewing options was the message from the Queen or Heidi. Heidi would be just fine.

Anyway I would have much rather have been able to just go out and play hockey with my friends. But Christmas Day was one of the only two days that hockey was off limits, the other being Good Friday. Today was supposed to be a family day, but after the gifts and dinner was over I just wanted the day to be over so I could back out on the Corner with my buddies.
Then we could see what everyone got and plan how we were going to get even better stuff next year at Christmas on the Corner.

