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Every Christmas Eve morning, about eleven o’clock, Mum would say to one of us seven kids, “Go out in the porch and get a cardboard box.”  The ritual was always the same.   Mum would sigh and say, “Poor Myrtle probably does not have much to eat in the house.   Slim has not been working and we can’t see the kids go hungry for Christmas.”   Slim always struggled with a drinking problem, but we thought the world of him.  He was very kind and his stories about jacking deer and being chased by the game wardens were always so neat.  He could enthrall us for hours with his tales!
There were eight kids.  John was the oldest and he was in the same grade as me. Mary Jean was the only girl and always dressed so neatly.  She always wore pretty flowered dresses, sometimes too small because money was not easy to come by.  The kids would trail like a string of small ducklings behind Myrtle as she went down the road in front of our house. They were always poor, yet so proud.  

There was Mossy, Dougie, Tony, Donald and I forget the names of the smaller ones. Their parents and half the children are dead now—some in the most tragic of circumstances. They were true friends of our family. Slim would chop down big sugar maple and yellow birch with a double bitter axe. Lloyd, Terry and I  would take the horse and sled out past the Devil’s Elbow and bring one load to Bushy’s and the other home to keep both our houses warm. We loved the smell of homemade bread at Myrtle’s. She would always give us a slice right out of the oven as we finished unloading the wood from the bobsleds. We’d eat it on the way home, still warm, as the bells jingled and the snow crunched beneath the horse’s hooves.
After searching for the cardboard box, Mum sent us to the cellar to get potatoes, carrots, a big turnip and parsnips out of the bins. We grew our own and had lots. Then we fished around in the pork barrel for a big piece of salt pork.   It was funny to see Terry’s legs hanging out of that barrel as he reached in with his tiny body.  We always killed the pig in November and the pork barrel was full of salt pork.

Mum loaded the box to the scuppers, put two loaves of bread on top and said, “Bring this up to Myrtle so they will have something for Christmas dinner.”  We loaded it on our toboggan and drug it up the road to Myrtle’s door.  I remember the pride we had as she opened the door and all the kids came running to see what we had brought.   The chatter of the little ones was like a chorus of birds waiting for their mother to feed them.  As young as we were, we knew that cardboard box meant everything to their Christmas.  
Mum as you read this in your 97th year I hope you can recall the wonderful memories you made for us with your cardboard box at Christmas.  You gave us not only memories, but important lessons of sharing with those who need it the most.  Friendship and love was our true reward back.
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