A Brother for Christmas

I

had not always welcomed the entry of my younger brother, Sean, to
our family. Up until that point I was the baby, the focus of all attention,
the only boy, the chosen one. Now it appeared that I would have to share
centre stage. Even on the occasion of his birth he began to interfere with
my life.
He was born just before my First Holy Communion, a seminal event in
the life of a Catholic boy in St. John’s, a day of great reverence and
celebration. Well, that’s what the priest and the teachers said. I only knew
that on that special day you got dressed up and wore a white ribbon to
signify the event and that people gave you money that you could spend
on anything you want. Your mother’s job on that day was to bring you
around to all her friends and neighbours. Your job was to act shy and just
take the money.
Unfortunately for me, my mother was just home from the hospital with
my brother and couldn’t accompany me on my rounds. I did go on my
own to a few of our close neighbours on my street but it wasn’t the same
without the intro from my mother. I came home depressed. I figure my
brother cost me at least $5.00 on that day alone. That was a lot of chips
and candy.
As he grew from the baby stage to toddling my resentment grew as well.
He proceeded to grow this luxurious mop of curly blonde hair that all
the other mothers swooned about. He even got sick which was the final
straw. I think he had some irregular kind of brain wave that they had to
correct but I was sure he was just doing it for the attention. Once he
became mobile he also became my competitor.

Years ago the old Sherriff Company had a promotion where they would
put an NHL hockey coin in every jelly package. It had the picture of a
hockey star on it as well as their team logo and they quickly became
collector’s items for all the boys in my neighbourhood. Luckily for me,
Sherriff’s was one of the product lines that my Dad’s company carried
and whenever there was a broken box he or one of the other workers got
to take it home.
This meant that we had a continuous supply of jelly and always had
unopened packages lying around. We only had jelly maybe twice a week
and I was much too impatient to wait around to get my hockey coins doled
out in such a piecemeal fashion. So I would sneak into the cupboard,
open the packages and take out the coins. Of course I got caught but by
that time I had already gotten my loot.
I never really noticed it but my kid brother, who was about three at the
time, was watching my stealth adventure and one morning the following
week he tried to beat me to the punch. He got up earlier than everybody
else and snuck into the kitchen. He had to climb on a chair to get to the
counter where the prizes were hidden, and then stretch as high as he
could to reach the top shelf where my Mom had stashed the new jelly
packages. He stretched and stretched, up to his tippy-toes….. All I heard
was the howl and my Mom’s feet scrambling to the kitchen. He had fallen
off the counter and later we learned that he had broken his arm. I felt
badly for him until my Mom started to berate me for showing my younger
brother a bad example. I could swear that I saw him give a brief smile
from beneath his tears.
So I guess it’s fair to say that my relationship with my baby brother didn’t
start out well. But there were some good points to having him around.
First of all instead of me getting hauled around everywhere by my sisters
he inherited that job. Secondly, when it came time for the big Christmas
trip downtown he was selected as my Mother’s companion. I didn’t mind
at all. I was big enough by then to go downtown to the library after school
with my buddies and we’d seen everything already.



Besides Christmas was coming and all the world was white and wonderful.
I was a little more interested this year in what my Mom brought home from
her Christmas expedition but was just as quickly shooed away and told
to mind my own business. I tried to pump my brother for info but he was
only interested in telling me about his French fries and the turkeys in
the window on Water Street. Obviously a little more detailed espionage
would have to be undertaken if I was to find out what Santa had in store
for me.
I waited for the right opportunity to arise and it came quicker than I
had anticipated. The following night both my parents were going to the
Christmas concert at my sisters’ school. One of my sisters, Brenda I think,
was singing in a group of nine girls, they called it triple-trios. It was a
school night so my oldest sister, Marg stayed home to keep an eye on
me and my little brother and to make sure I did my homework. My middle
sister, Moreen, also had a scheme. Once my parents were gone she
made plans to meet up with her boyfriend, Sam, who was the goalie on
one of the high school hockey teams. I was sworn to secrecy about her
rendezvous but I didn’t care since I had a plan of my own.
Once Moreen had left and Sean was put to bed I saw my chance. Marg,
ever the studious one was busy working in the kitchen and I snuck into my
parent’s bedroom where I was sure the Christmas loot was stored. I looked
under the beds and behind the dressers but there was nothing. That left
only the big brown armoire with the glass mirror on the front. I opened the
doors carefully and hoped that Marg wouldn’t hear the squeaking.
I dug underneath the coats and clothes and found the buried treasure.
A bright red fire truck with a hose that really spayed water, a flashing
light and siren, and what looked like to me a real fireman’s hat. I couldn’t
believe it.
I had always wanted a fireman’s set and now I was going to get it for
Christmas. But was I? Suddenly the fears and doubts crept in. Maybe it
wasn’t for me. I dug a little deeper into the Christmas pile and there was
my brand new hockey stick and puck. My usual Christmas presents. The
fireman’s stuff was for Sean, not me. I was devastated and even went



to bed before my bedtime. Marg checked my forehead to see if I was
sick since I’d never been known to go to bed without being told before. I
tossed and turned but finally drifted off the sleep.
The best part about being a kid is that every day is a new adventure and
no matter what happened yesterday all is forgotten or forgiven when you
wake up in the morning. It was two days before Christmas and the last
day at school before our Christmas break. There was snow on the ground
and street hockey on the agenda. The next two days were a bit of a happy
blur that usually surrounds my favourite time of the day.
Finally it was Christmas morning and my brother Sean was poking me in
the ribs and almost screaming that Santa had come. It must have been
five o’clock in the morning and there wasn’t a sound other than pleasant
snores coming from the other inhabitants of the house. I shushed Sean
and together we crept out to the living room to see what Santa had
brought.
“I got a fireman’s set” he shouted and put on his red hat and started
wheeling his fire engine around. He was about to show me the siren
when I grabbed his hand and shushed him once again. Then he did a
remarkable thing. He looked at me, smiled and said “Would you like to
play fireman with me?”
I could have cried and died on the spot. “Yes, Yes” I said and soon we
were chasing each other around the living room and then with him on my
back we took turns aiming the fire hose and pretending we were really
fighting a blazing inferno. I don’t think I had more fun ever before in my
life. When my parents finally got up an hour later Sean and I were sitting
at the kitchen table. I had gotten both us a bowl of cereal and we were
laughing and talking to each other. I am sure that they were surprised and
so was I.
Now that they were up there was no need to pretend to be quiet any more
and we certainly didn’t. The sound of the blaring siren and the flashing
red light got my sisters out bed in a hurry and soon everyone was stuffing
themselves on candy and crackerjacks and enjoying the bounty of another
Christmas together.



There would be many more times for Sean and I to play and laugh (and
fight) together in the years to come but as I looked at him that Christmas
morning I finally realized , maybe for the first time that I had a brother. That
I had someone who I could just enjoy and love, not only at Christmas, but
for all the rest of my life. I had received the best gift of all, a brother for
Christmas.



