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“At one time or another in our lives, we all feel as if we have lived an unfulfilled destiny. The truth is, however, that when you stop and examine your life, it is exactly quite the opposite. If you did the best that you could, treated people with respect and gained the respect of others, played the game fair and hard, then you have fulfilled more than you can ever imagine.”

Paul John Hausleben 

#27

Goaltender
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First off, this is indeed a book about the sport of hockey; however, it is also a book about special experiences in life and how participation in sports contributes to shaping an individual person’s soul.

This was the one novel in the collection of my work, books, and the stories of the Adventures of Harry and Paul, which I knew that I had to write. It was also the one novel, which would contain the storyline that I knew would be the most daunting and difficult for me to compile.

I have to admit that this novel was a tedious, three-year project, and at times, it became quite the chore to bring all the material together. A number of times during the writing of this novel, I even conceded defeat and tried to relegate the entire project to a simple short story, in which I planned to include in an upcoming anthology.

The underlying trouble in abandoning or downsizing Geyer Street Gardens, was that over the years, I have written into the many story lines of the various, Adventures of Harry and Paul, numerous references of hockey experiences, games, players, and situations that the two characters of Harry and Paul often speak about, or even more apparent, in the case of the incessant dreamer, Paul John Henson, he thought about during his narrations.

I knew that I needed to write this story in order to “wrap up” all the loose ends and hints of hockey-related adventures. My own idea at being coy, planting hints and tidbits of hockey adventures in the previous materials, as well as leading my readers on, had turned into a bit of a monster!

Still, I knew that this one novel would sum up most, if not all, of the past hockey adventures and fill in some missing years, and parts and pieces in the Adventures of Harry and Paul.

Struggling to find exactly the correct inspiration that I required to compose the storyline for Geyer Street Gardens, I performed several site visits to the actual site of Geyer Street Gardens. During those emotional visits back to the old neighborhood, I finally obtained the inspiration that I required for the completion of this novel.

Readers of my biographies might recall that I did indeed play quite a bit of street hockey, roller hockey, and ice hockey within some relatively high-level of hockey competition. Hockey, as well as playing the position of goaltender, is still a huge part of my life. Being a goaltender in hockey is, in my opinion, quite unlike anything else in all of the sports. It combines geometry, profound courage, athletic skills, stamina, flexibility, and frankly, a large amount of stupidity in order to play the position.

The allure is amazing and still to this day, I have never found anything quite as demanding, yet as rewarding, as playing this unique position. It shaped my soul, invoked a certain amount of fearlessness inside of me, and made me look at life quite differently. I think I relive the game, saves I made, and various aspects of playing the position, virtually every day. I have no shame in stating that it consumed my thinking and changed my life. It also provided me with a lifelong respect of a needle and thread.

That shaping of my soul is the main reason as to why I think that I struggled so terribly in writing this novel. I wanted to convey on paper for the reader to ponder those same powerful and deep thoughts about a sport, a simple sport to fans, yet a complex sport to the participating players.

Even to this day, I carefully watch a person’s eyes, the habit developed from many years of watching a shooter’s eyes, to determine where the player intended to shoot the puck. This practice has been intuitive to me in the “civilian” world, and I must say that has been proven to be rather beneficial several times!

The story lines of the books, experiences and adventures of the fictional character, “Paul John Henson” do actually contain a great deal of factual information based upon my own life, right down to the number twenty-seven being my own uniform number. I tried very hard to be accurate in my depictions of the hockey rinks, the colorful characters, and the lonely life on the road, the pain of the injuries, the brutal features of the game and other aspects of hockey during this era.

It is not exactly a game for the faint of heart!

In reading this book, you will find that I desired to be authentic in my writing, and hockey, in the era, of which is the setting of this book, was a brutal and violent sport. A sport where intimidation and mind control are critical keys to gaining control of a game. Obscene language, as well as brutal violence and wild behavior, were a vital part of that intimidation. Herein these pages, there are some graphic descriptions of the results of some violent aspects of the sport and some obscene language. I apologize for the depictions and language, but I did desire to continue with the authenticity of the novel.

The game has changed quite a bit from those times; it is now a bit more polished and fighting is now not near as commonplace as it had previously been during the era of the 1970s. In the 1970s, hockey was more of a cult sport than it is today, a sport of the blue-collar folks and it certainly was a bit odd, and not very popular in northern New Jersey where Jeff, Harry, and I, grew up.

That is why it was so special to us!

I often shudder to think how we all might have ended up if it was not for the diversion that the love of hockey provided for us in that old neighborhood. There were an awful lot of questionable things and influences that we could have been involved in back then. Hockey allowed, and provided us with an escape, a sport, a safe outlet for our aggression. Hockey really did contribute to the growth of a group of wild, extraordinarily tough and rough New Jersey street kids as they matured and turned into men.

That, dear reader, is the final reason why I had to write this novel. I felt as if I owed the old neighborhood, as well as the sport, the respect, the homage, the tribute, and in a very strange manner, a payback to what it gave my friends and me so long ago.

Without hockey, I have no doubt that I would never have written this book or any of my past books or stories, which I have already written, or will ever write in the future. In fact, I have no idea where I would be right now, or what I would have done without hockey in my life.

I do know that I would not be quite as creaky when I climb out of bed in the morning as I am these days, my face and body would not have certain scars, but my life would have a certain amount of emptiness to it without hockey, and all the sport brought to me.

“Kick save and a beauty by twenty-seven!”

Geez, how I would love to hear those words, just one more time. Yes, one day, before I push up some daisies, I would like to hear them once again.

Yes indeed! I can see it all now. A smelly old locker room, with rubber mats on the floor to prevent your skates from dullin’ up. There will be a certain smell in the air. A smell, which I cannot actually classify, but it will be something between musty and downright disgusting. The locker room has to have painted cement block walls, painted in a bright color, such as a bright blue or red. The room will have wooden benches lined up on the walls for you to sit upon and dress into your equipment.

The lights will be dim. You can barely see in there.

I will lace up my ancient pair of Bauer Supreme 49 goalie skates, strap on the steel groin protector, steel cup, garter belt, socks, goalie pants, suspenders, chest protector, shoulder pads, and an extra elbow pad on my right elbow. I need that one, you see, even all of these years later, those floating bone chips in my right elbow, caused by hitting the ice hard while making saves all of those years, well, they still hurt like a son of a bitch.

One of the final pieces of the puzzle will be my trusty Cooper GP59L leg pads.

Full of puck marks, and a few tears too.

Battle scars.

They are made of real leather and cloth, and they smell very similar to how an old mule’s ass smells on a hot summer day. They are also very short in comparison to the new pads that modern goalies use these days. You need to be careful; a shot high on the pad can still slip in and hit you hard on the knee or leg. I know that for a fact because I found out the hard way!

I will drag my old ass back into the crease in front of the net, scrape at the ice with the edges of my skates, and make piles of snow on the edges of the net with my goalie stick. You have to make sure the ice is not too tight and make sure it does not have any bumps to cause a tricky hop of the puck.

I no longer have to tie my hair behind my head; age has taken care of that annoying hair. 

Lastly, the final piece of the puzzle will need to be in place. My old faithful mask, full of dings and dents, marker stitch marks, as well as the false sense of security which it brings to you. It is the last line of defense between a few stitches and being unconscious, or dead.

My best friend.

I will pull on the old goalie mask; pull it down tight over my face and immediately, a river of sweat runs off the end of my mask and drips down my chest.

Damn, how can it be so bloody hot on an ice rink?

I recheck the straps on my leg pads; crouch, tap the right post with the shaft of my stick to check my distance, and then put my stick out in front of me, straight up with the blade now! I square up to the shooter. My confidence is building. I will stare down this shooter.

There I am in the net, crouching, watching his eyes from behind the mask. The shooter works the puck in closer. He moves quickly from his forehand, then to his backhand. I see him look at the crossbar, then back to the puck and I toe in on my skates to glide out just a bit on the ice. I need to cut down his angle just a bit.

He is going to go top shelf in the net and try to tuck it under the crossbar over my glove hand.

I can tell, because you have to watch their eyes!

Oh, wait! He is a tricky one! I caught him looking at the stick side. Kind of low, really quick. Oh yeah, he is going low on the stick side. Top shelf was a decoy!

I will stop a few pucks; I swear I can still stop a few pucks. Just one more time. 

Oh, shit! Here it comes! Low, hard, flat and fast. I see it clearly. The puck has a certain look to it at this speed. I track it and, and, and it is. . ..

“Kick save and a beauty by twenty-seven!”

A dream. Someday, I swear.

Until then, I will write books such as this one and dream of a time long ago, when that old mask, the sprays of ice chips in my face, and the referees’ whistle were my best friends.

I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed putting it all together. Thank you for reading it.

Paul John Hausleben

May 2015
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“Tell us again the story, dear Father, of how you and Uncle Harry started playing hockey!” Heather Sarah, Blue Cloud, and Paul William, sat on the living room floor and they all gathered around me while I sat on the sofa in our living room. Our children were now teenagers. They all had grown so quickly. Where had the time gone?

We were all stuffed and happy, after enjoying a fantastic Boxing Day meal of Binky’s famous roast beef and Yorkshire pudding meal, prepared from my mum’s secret recipes. After dinner and cleaning up the kitchen, we all decided to sit together around the Christmas tree and fireplace on a quiet Boxing Day evening and enjoy the last bit of celebration for the day.

Harry sat in our love seat next to his lovely wife Rose, and my wife, Binky, sat in a chair next to them, while we enjoyed a few drinks in front of a roaring fire. We were going to top it all off with a Christmas pudding sent straight from a distant relative across the pond. A relative who still sent Mum and the old man, my Aunt Lois, my sister, and me, a pudding for a gift every Christmas season.

I had to keep it a secret, but I had a little bit of a time bomb hidden in the cupboard for enjoyment later on, too. That treat was from Ronzo’s secret recipe.

I thought to myself, merry Christmas, Ronzo.

While we waited for the pudding to heat, we had all gathered in front of the fireplace and tree to sit and relax.

The Redmond’s family dog, Cocoa Two, sat down, barked twice at me and wagged his tail three times.

“See, Cocoa Two wants to hear the story, too. I mean, he wants to hear it also! Can you tell us the story of when O’Malley stuck his stick into the other player’s eyeball and the player’s eyeball popped out?”

“Who told you that story, Paul William?” Binky screamed as she almost spilled her (shaken not stirred, of course) Martini. 

“Uncle Harry told me!”

“Harry!” Rose scolded her husband.

“Oh geez, sorry Rose! Yeah, yeah, yeah, twenty-seven. Tell all of them how it all began for us guys. Tell the story of it all, Paul, as only you can tell ‘em.”

“Well, I guess. It could be somewhat of a long story, though,” I said as I sat up on the edge of my chair.

I took a long swig of Big Boulder beer and looked around at my family and friends. They were all studying my face; it was obvious that they were looking for me to tell the story of how it all began.

I sighed and decided it might finally be the correct time to purge my soul of these thoughts.

“All right, well, you see, there was, or rather there is, this place called Geyer Street. It was just an old, dead-end street, but to all of us in the old neighborhood, it was special. We called it Geyer Street Gardens. It was over by Uncle Harry’s house, near Jeff Porter’s house too, at the end of John Street. There were these kids in the neighborhood. Let me see now. There was Big Wex, Tags, Jeff Porter, Johnny the Cho, Pooch, Ray Edelski, Big George, Handsome Mike the Italian Kid. . ..”
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“You know, someday, Paul, perhaps you should write all of these adventures down. You really should. The wonderful stories that you tell, they read as if they are chronicles of your life and of Harry’s life, too. It would be a shame if you did not write them all down for readers to enjoy.”

“Okay, Binky, I think you are correct. Now that you mention it, well, a long time ago, I actually did write some of them down. Maybe it is time that I should pick it all back up and write some more.” I agreed with Binky. I thought to myself, in looking back at all the adventures, I think I will remember them all, but as far as recording them, I had better skip over certain parts. You know, perhaps, not writing all of it down; however, Binky is correct. I think it is time to write a little.
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The First Save
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“Have you returned to visit Geyer Street or the old neighborhood in a long time, Paul?” Binky asked me. I shook my head to indicate that I had not. I looked at Harry and he shook his head to indicate the same answer.

“I think one day that you should go. I think it will help you finally to close the door. You know, to put it all in a final spot within your heart for the last time. A resting place for number twenty-seven. Once and for all.”

I thought about her words for a long time until one day when I ventured out. . ..

​
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I knew every crack in the sidewalk. The air even smelled the same. I could not even guess how many years had passed since I had last walked down this street.

It was amazing and sentimental, all at the same time!

Oh boy, I certainly was beckoning the ghosts that always haunt me to pay me a visit now. I swore that I could hear Jeff Porter’s voice call out to me and then Harry’s voice calling out too. I heard the sound of a wooden hockey puck hitting a stick and the shouts of, “SCORE!”

Harry’s brother-in-law, Ronzo Boatmann, was there too. He stuck his head out of the window of the top bedroom of 20 John Street and yelled for us, “To be careful with shooting those damn hockey pucks! Keep them away from my car!”

Then I heard Ray Edelski shout out in his classic, radio announcer voice, “Kick save and a beauty by Henson!”

As I approached the corner of John Street and Geyer Street, I turned around. I could have sworn that I heard the roar of Harry’s big engine flying down the street.

I stood there on a cold April morning and breathed in deeply.

My trusty camera dangled around my neck, still bouncing on the cord, moving right and left across my chest. I must have been walking a bit faster than I had realized.

I spun around, looked up and down the street, and smiled. Raising the camera, I snapped a few pictures. First 30 John Street, then a few shots of the iconic 20 John Street, then the Nit-Nat kid’s house and many others. Things have changed, they always do. I turned and walked down John Street, past the corner of Geyer Street and John Street, and I stopped dead in my tracks. Andy’s Provision store on the corner was now long since gone.

Oh boy, things sure had changed here.

In front of me, it loomed. A plain old, dirty, urban street that was full of dirt, urban decay, potholes and rocks.

A dead-end street, leading to nowhere.

In fact, it actually led to the loading dock of an ugly factory, a factory that was now a lot uglier than I ever remembered it being before. Yet, on this ugly, old street, my life changed.

I felt my back pocket to make sure it was still there. It was.

I smiled, tugged at the hat upon my head and slowly walked up the street towards the spot.

A spot we all knew as Geyer Street Gardens.

“I am bored, youse guys and sick of playing football. I sure wish we could play something else for once. Football sucks,” Harry complained as Jeff Porter, Harry M. Redmond Jr., and I all sat on the curb in front of Harry’s house at 20 John Street in Haledon, New Jersey.

“Ya need so many guys to play football, and I am sick of passing the football around with just us now,” Harry said as he mindlessly kicked the football that was tucked under his foot away from us.

It was late October 1970, and the three of us sat there on the curb on the gritty, urban street, searching for something to do. When you were eleven years old, life required a constant change and excitement, or boredom, crept in very quickly!

“We could see if Johnny the Cho and Ray Edelski were around. If Big Wex is home, then we could have a game of two hand touch,” Jeff suggested.

“Nah, I agree with Harry. Football is only fun when we have a lot of guys,” I commented while I pushed my long hair out of my eyes and shook my head.

There we sat, three boyhood buddies, on a curb in gritty, urban America. We all grew up together, Jeff and Harry were neighbors, and I lived two city blocks south of them with my front door fifteen feet away from a busy main street. My family’s house sat directly on the border between our small borough and the big city of Paterson, New Jersey.

It was a cold and overcast Saturday and the three of us sat around, mulling what we would do with the rest of our precious afternoon. These were the days before video games, when households had one television, you played outside all the time, and you entertained yourself. We rode our bicycles everywhere; our parents did not provide shuttle services to bring you to every event that your heart desired.

It was a different time and place.

Jeff stood up from the curb and looked at the two of us while he said, “C’mon guys, let’s not just sit around here. You know, I think we can get into something new if you are up for it.”

Jeff Porter was tall and lanky, with long, dirty blonde hair that hung in a bowl cut around his head. Jeff had a trademark; he always wore a baseball cap on his head backwards. Even when we played baseball, since he was a catcher, he always wore his cap backwards. Along with Harry, he was my oldest buddy; we had been friends even before he moved to John Street.

Jeff had one of the most fun-loving families that I had ever met, and the Porters fit right in with the Redmonds and the rest of the John Street gang. Jeff was always good for a laugh, a prank, or some innocent mischief.

“Whatcha got in mind, Jeff?” Harry asked. He was now curious as to what Jeff had in mind.

“The other day, I was riding in the car with my old man, and we went by Buckley Park over there in Paterson by the Colonial Grille, and I saw some bigger kids playing hockey.”

“Hockey! How the heck do ya play hockey with no ice?” Harry looked at Jeff with a puzzled look on his face.

“Nah, nah, nah, Harry, these guys were playing street hockey. They were running around in sneakers on the basketball court. It looked like a lot of fun,” Jeff was waving his hands in the air as he described to us the details of the scene.

I stood up and asked Jeff, “Have you ever played hockey? My old man was watching a New York Rovers game the other night on channel nine. I sat down and watched it with him, but I couldn’t figure out the rules. The old man fell asleep in his chair, so I bet he didn’t understand any of it either.”

Jeff contemplated my question, and he answered, “Well, I shot a hockey puck around once with my brother on the Oldham Pond last winter. I have a pair of ice skates that I used a few times, but I have to say, I ain’t too cool on how ya really play the game. Paulie, you should know the rules. I think it is sorta like soccer and your grandfather played soccer in England. Ya try to score past the goalie. What else is there to know?”

Harry did not answer, nor did I. We both stood there pondering the question.

Finally, Harry piped in, “I dunno, I do not have a hockey stick, and I never played or even seen a hockey game before.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, Jeff, you’re the only one of us who has a stick. I would have to buy one,” I pleaded my case for a lack of equipment.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I will give it a try, Jeff. I am up for shooting some hockey pucks around, but I also need to buy a stick,” Harry explained.

Harry generally always had some extra money in his pockets. Although none of our families were doing all that well, Harry’s family earned just a little more dough than the rest of the neighborhood gang did. This was a rough, tough, old neighborhood in northern New Jersey, and the economy in the 1970s was not exactly the greatest period of economic joy in our nation’s history.

Compared to Jeff and me, Harry was more fortunate in the funding department, but that, in essence, was comparing poor, to kind of poor, to really, really poor.

Jeff became energetic, and he was working both of us very hard to convince us that we should try the game of hockey, “If youse guys are up for it, we could ride up to the five and ten in North Haledon, and buy some hockey sticks. I know they sell them. I saw them last week when I was in there with my mom and she was buying some boring ass sewing stuff.”

As soon as Jeff mentioned buying something, I searched my pockets for spare change and the best I could dig up was about thirty-five cents. I shook my head and by turning my dungaree pockets inside out, I displayed the predicament that I was about to face, which was my usual severe lack of funding for typical, kid-like ideas.

Jeff and Harry both frowned at me. I never had much in the way of extra dough. Coins did not come easily to the Henson family these days.

Jeff then told me, “They are only three bucks or so, Paulie. Can’t ya dig up a few bucks?”

I thought about my funds tucked in a drawer in my bedroom and shook my head because I knew that I was going to come up short. I smiled because I remembered that my sister owed me two bucks from a loan that I had given her a week or so ago. I also knew that a good probe of the cushions in the old man’s easy chair might net the rest of the required funds.

I told the guys to wait for me, jumped on my bike and pedaled home as fast as I could. Hockey, hockey, hmm... it might be fun and worth spending some hard-to-find coins on in order to give something new a chance.

After working my sister over for a few minutes, and reminding her of the fact that she just received some extra dough for her birthday, she coughed up the two dollars that she owed me.

Sure enough, a feel or two around the back cushion of the old man’s chair netted me a bonanza! Two shiny quarters turned up, along with three thin dimes. I had hit pay dirt, but it still was not looking as if I had enough in the way of funds to purchase a stick.

I jumped back on my bike and pedaled my way towards Harry’s house. As I made my way, I ran into my grandfather as he walked back to our house, with a six-pack of Big Boulder beer that he just purchased from Trio Liquor store, tucked under his arm.

“Hello, Paulie boy. Where are you off to this afternoon?” My grandfather asked me as he waved me down and stopped walking.

“Hey, Gramps. Me, Jeff, and Harry is goin’ to buy hockey sticks to play hockey with. Us guys want to try to learn how to play.”

My grandfather immediately began to shake his head when he heard my words. My mum’s side of the family came over from England after the big war and my grandfather was always working hard to teach me “Proper King’s English.”

He faced an uphill battle while he tried hard to work the poor grammar and New Jersey street slang out of my vocabulary.

“Please, Paulie boy, speak correctly, lad. You should say, today, my friends and I are purchasing new hockey sticks with which to utilize in a game of hockey. We plan to participate together and to learn the rules of the game of hockey while engaging in the contest.”

“Oh yeah, yeah, yeah, sorry there, Gramps,” I said as I listened to the language lesson, but did not actually learn a single thing.

Gramps shook his head once again as he instructed me, “Where did you learn the yeah, yeah, yeah, response? Your father does not even speak quite as poorly as you do. Now, if you promise to correct this poor manner of speech, I will give you. . ..”

Gramps dug around in his pocket for some spare change from his beer purchase. Sensing there may be a way out of my lack of a hockey stick fund situation on the horizon, I jumped at the opportunity to prove my love of “Proper King’s English.”

I cleared my throat and started over.

“Today, my friends and I are planning to purchase new hockey sticks this afternoon. We then plan to learn the rules of the game and participate together in the game of hockey.”

I put the kickstand down on my bike and smiled at my grandfather.

“Why, Paulie boy, that was wonderful. I dare say much better lad, much better indeed, than your previous hooligan-like New Jersey street language. Now continue with the proper and correct manner of speaking, and you will go far in your life. When a person speaks well, the first impression they leave can only benefit the individual. Here are a few bits towards your purchase,” Gramps said as he handed me a few quarters from the deep recess of his pockets.

“Thank you, Gramps! I will put this towards the stick. Gramps, do you know the rules of hockey or how to play?”

“You are quite welcome, Paulie boy. No, I do not know much about hockey, but I think it is quite similar to the rules of soccer. You have a keeper. You have a corps of defensemen and their combined mission is to prevent opposition goals. Then you have offensive players who attempt to score. I played a tremendous amount of soccer in England and Wales, so I would think the games are indeed quite the same. In soccer, you use your feet to move the ball, and in hockey, you utilize a stick. I am sure smart, young men such as you and your best lads can figure the game out. You could always go to the library and study the rules there, too.”

“Thank you, Gramps! Hey, I will see ya. I mean, yes, I will speak with you at a later date.”

Gramps nodded, smiled, and waved as he walked back to our house and I furiously rode away. While I pedaled my bike back to 20 John Street, I thought how that was the easiest seventy-five cents I had ever made!

“Hey, youse guys! I got da dough!” I screamed out as I circled back into the curb in front of Harry and Jeff.

So much for my grandfather’s English lesson. After all, when you are a dopey kid growing up in urban New Jersey, your best buddies will not speak “Proper King’s English!”

Jeff and Harry must have been confident that I would dig up the money since they both were waiting on their own bicycles to ride to the five and ten store. Our bikes were our prized possessions, and they seldom left our sides. We had thousands of miles on the bikes; indeed, they were our transportation to the world.

Harry and Jeff had the typical “stingray” bikes with banana seats, which were very popular at the time. I rode an English touring bicycle that my grandfather and old man chipped in together for and picked out for my birthday last year. My bike could really roll; it was solid, very durable, and trouble free. I also had a larger frame than the two “stingray” bikes. My bike was set up with some carrying bags and hooks, which we could strap various items to for transporting. Harry and Jeff opted for the “cool” bikes, and I had the more practical transportation. I was stuck in a pattern that would continue my entire life, practical versus cool. Henson; you just are not that cool!

The three of us took off, pedaling our bikes as if we were little whirlybirds toward North Haledon. It was a long ride to the store, a ride, which would take us the best part of an hour or more to arrive there. The five and ten store was in another town, and this store was really the only variety store that we could reach via our bicycles. The only other option would be to jump on the number fourteen bus and ride into downtown Paterson, but that would cost us even more, with us having to shell out some additional coins for bus fare.

Even at our young age, we maneuvered our bicycles expertly through the busy city traffic, weaving and zipping along. All kids in this era could ride bikes better than racecar drivers could navigate on a racetrack. City traffic meant nothing to us. It was just part of the fun.

Up Belmont Ave we rolled, each of us taking turns leading the small pack. We turned onto High Mountain Road and in a few miles, before we even realized it, we had arrived at the five and ten store.

Looking back, I was amazed at how kids our age simply and accurately knew how to follow roads. We paid attention to streets an awful lot more than kids do these days. After all, we did not have computer navigation to guide us!

The store had a small parking lot in front of it, and the spaces were full of cars. This was a Saturday afternoon and I am sure it was the busiest day of the week for this little store. We parked our bikes in front of the store, jumped off them, and confidently walked through the front door of the store. I felt my front pockets of my dungarees to make sure the money had not tumbled out during the long ride to the store. That would have been a tragedy, but not unheard of in my dopey kid history! I was at times a chronic loser of certain things and the old man was always drilling into my head for me to be more responsible.

An older chap standing behind the counter nodded to us as we walked in the front door to the store.

“Hi there, youse guys. Don’t break nuthin ya can’t pay for, or I will call ya parents for the dough! And don’t even think about five-finger discounts! I watch guys like youse guys like hawks watch for dinner! Got me a bunch of mirrors up to catch ya ass!”

He greeted the three of us as we waved back to him. I thought so much for the kindly part of his personality. Adults were always looking for the negative regarding a bunch of young bucks wandering around a store.

I heard Harry mumble, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, up ya ass, ya old fart. Ya probably blind as a damn bat and don’t know ya ass from a hole in the ground.”

Harry obviously did not take kindly to the old chap’s advice.

This store was the place to be for fulfilling your kid wish list and our heads were on swivels while we cruised up and down the main aisle. The store was a cornucopia of assorted items that ranged from cloth and sewing supplies, household goods, candy, general supplies, toys, and what we were intent on purchasing, which were the sporting goods. Our eyes danced from kites, to spinning pinwheels, to plastic models, to posters of rock and roll stars.

“Hey youse guys, look at this,” Harry shouted as he picked up a plastic model of a Halloween monster. “I got to come back and get this! I love these monster guys! They glow in the dark once you put them under a light for a few hours! I can scare the shit out of my sister Patty with this!”

Harry put the monster model down and he now picked up a plastic car model kit. He laughed as he pointed at the picture.

“Hey Paul, look, this is a Putter Classic car like the one your old man has. This model does not have fifty different blue colors though, and all of those rivets and pieces of tape holding the hood on like your old man’s car has. It also does not have all those rust spots near the wheels.”

Jeff waved his hand, “C’mon, Harry. The sticks are in the back. Don’t go spendin’ your dough on some other junk and then not have enough to get a hockey stick.”

Harry and I followed Jeff while he led us to the rear of the store.

Once more, something else caught Harry’s eye as he picked up a kit of a flying kite. Harry pulled the kite out of a store display and laughed when he saw a picture of Dinky the Orange Teddy Bear printed on the kite. Dinky was a very annoying cartoon, which seemed as though it had been on television forever. The obnoxious Dinky sat upon the ground waving, and there he was, with his dopey smile depicted on the kite in full, blazing color.

Harry was still studying the kite and laughing as the two of us stopped, turned, and looked at what he was carrying on about in the middle of the store.

Harry pointed back to us and said, “Hey look, here is that stupid ass Dinky the Orange Teddy Bear on a kite. I can’t stand that stupid ass cartoon! I do like the dog that takes a piss on the fire hydrant guy. What is the dog’s name?”

Harry put the kite back down, just as some elderly woman yelled out, “Young man! You should be not only ashamed of using that type of language in public in front of ladies such as me, but to insult an American icon such as the beloved, Dinky the Orange Teddy Bear, is disgusting and downright unpatriotic!”

The old bag was standing in front of Harry, shaking her finger in front of Harry’s face, and scolding him for his rude, public behavior. She had a hair net covering her blue and silver highlighted hair, a long, pointed nose, and as she wagged her finger in front of poor Harry, a pair of huge clip-on heirloom earrings, which looked as if they were obscure, fishing lures, dangled in time from her earlobes. She stood back after the initial scolding and adjusted her paisley patterned dress that she wore underneath a woolen black overcoat. Even from a distance, we could detect that she smelled like mothballs.

Harry jumped back in surprise at the old gal’s roadblock and scolding. He rolled his eyes when he realized that she had overheard his vocal and obscene-laden opinion of Dinky.

Jeff looked at me and shook his head. We could never just make a simple trip to the store. If Harry was involved, there was always bound to be some kind of extraordinary adventure. In fact, it seemed as though my entire life has had some type of wacky supermarket and food store adventures, or some type of other weird shopping experience.

We turned around and made our way over to Harry in a vain attempt to support him in his latest predicament.

Harry provided a meager defense as he put his eyes down and pretended as though he was repentant at his use of such colorful language to describe poor, defenseless Dinky.

He coughed up a phony apology.

“Oh, geez! I am very sorry. I did not see anyone there, and you are right, I should not swear like that in a store.”

Harry put his hands in his pockets, kicked his shoes at the store floor a little, and pretended that he was ashamed at his behavior.

Jeff and I we knew better. Harry was no sorrier for cussing in front of the old bag than he wanted to go to school on Monday morning.

However, the old gal bought his contrived sorry act.

“Well, young man, you should be! Are you also sorry for speaking about a harmless character such as ‘Dinky the Orange Teddy Bear,’ who provides simple joy to millions of little children here in America? We should have more television shows about wholesome subjects on television instead of all those horrible, violent shows, which depict people being killed and shot at!”

Harry continued with his metamorphosis into a repentant, apologetic, young man, “Yes, I do really like, Dinky. I agree those shoot ‘em up and killin’ shows stink!”

It satisfied the old bag as she lectured Harry one more time, “Thank you, young man. If you are Catholic, you should go to confession and confess your use of such terrible language. I do think you are truly sorry for your public use of obscene language. Otherwise, I would take down your telephone number and speak with your parents. Have a nice day now, young man.”

She waved her hand at Harry, nodded her head and shuffled off to the sewing aisle to pick around in the different colored threads, which were, according to a large plastic sign, “On Sale.”

Harry nodded, smiled a forced smile, and joined us. He double checked the old bag’s whereabouts, leaned into us, and told the first truthful thing he had said in the last few minutes, “Get lost, ya old, fat ass, cow. I would no more give you the right telephone number for my house than I would sit and watch that stupid ass, Dinky shit cartoon. Old busy body, fat ass, saggy breasts, battle-axe.” Harry was still mumbling as we turned and once more followed Jeff.

“C’mon guys, now let’s get the hockey sticks! Quit messing around with stuff and gettin’ into trouble. By the time that we get out of here, it will be too late to shoot around,” Jeff waved and led us towards the rear of the store.

Sure enough, Jeff stopped in front of a small wire cage display that was set on the floor near an end cap of the aisle.

“Here youse guys, the hockey sticks are here,” Jeff said as he pointed at a collection of sticks inside the display. The three of us stopped and stared at a bunch of wooden hockey sticks stuck upside down in a wire cage. The handles were down inside the caged display, and the blades were facing up into the air, pointing skyward toward the ceiling of the store.

The three of us instantly gravitated towards the cage of sticks. Harry picked one out of the bin first and held it in his hands as he studied it. Jeff and I stood by and watched Harry. Harry held the stick up in the air, turned it around in his hands, shook it, and then placed it down on the floor of the store.

He demonstrated that he was shooting a puck. He then held it back up and studied it again.

“Hey, this blade thing on the end is turned the wrong way. It is backwards. It doesn’t feel right.”

Jeff took the stick out of Harry’s hands and looked at it. He then explained, “That’s cuz it is a lefty stick. You bat right-handed in baseball, so you need a righty curve. Ya are backwards and that is why it feels weird.”

Jeff put the first stick back in the cage and picked a few more sticks out until he found what he was looking for.

“Here, Harry, this is a righty. Try this one,” Jeff said as he handed a replacement stick to Harry. Harry eagerly grabbed it and tried the new stick out on the floor of the store.

Harry smiled and said, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, this is it. This one is good. Now Paulie, you get one too.”

Jeff and Harry turned towards me as I studied the sticks. I picked a few sticks out of the bin, studied them, and tried a few. Using baseball as a reference, I first tried to figure out which of the curves worked for me, because I could actually bat from either side of the home plate in baseball. The righty curve felt all right, but I was definitely more comfortable with the lefty stick.

“I need this lefty one, guys. It just feels right.”

I then looked at the price tag, saw that it was four dollars, and knew that I was out of luck. I did not have enough money to buy this one.

“Ah no, youse guys. I don’t have enough dough to buy this one. It is four bucks and I only have about three fifty. Please do not forget that there is going to be tax, too.”

I was always entering logic and facts into our adventures.

Harry complained, “Ah man, Paul, you are such an old lady. I will lend you some dough! Just friggin’ pick one out.”

I interrupted Harry as I reached in the bin, pulled out a different-looking stick and held it in the air.

Since Jeff was the resident expert on hockey, and the only one of us that even remotely seemed to know something about the sport, I directed my question towards him, “What’s this funny-looking stick, Jeff?”

The fact of the matter was that a red price tag, stamped in large block letters, “CLEARANCE SALE” had caught my eye. The stick’s price was only three dollars and with my few extra coins; I could cover this price and any sales tax. The stick had a short handle, with a wide blade that started at the end of the short handle, and continued down into an even wider blade at the bottom of the stick. It was solid, and it felt good in my hands. The blade had no curvature to it; it was just a solid stick of wood. I held it, twirled it, and shook it in the air.

There was something special about how it felt in my hands.

The blade of this stick had a wood burning stamp, with what I assumed to be the name of the manufacturer of the stick on it, as it said, “Sherwood,” in black letters on the varnished, tan wooden background. I looked over at Harry’s stick, and saw that his label was, “Victoriaville,” therefore; I determined that different companies made the two sticks.

“That’s a goalie stick, Paulie. That is why it is so wide, to stop the puck from gettin’ by ya,” Jeff said while he put his hand on the blade and showed us the width of the wooden blade. “I don’t think ya want a goalie stick, Paulie. Being a goalie is rough stuff. Everyone is shootin’ at ya. Them pucks are dangerous. My brother got hit in the head last winter and he had to get a bunch of stitches in his head.”

I heard what Jeff had said and, as I pondered it, I studied the stick and held it in my hands.

There was just something special about this stick that felt so good. I could not explain it, but it had such an appeal to me. I once again spun it, weighed it, and held it in my hands. It seemed to me, as if holding a goalie stick was something that I was always supposed to do.

I looked at my two friends and said, “Well, why not? I guess out of all of us, for us to be able to play, someone has to be the goalie.”

Little did I know that this split-second decision, actually based upon a shortage of funds, would have such far-reaching implications in my life. However, is that not how life often really is?

Split-second decisions can always have far-reaching implications in our lives. Sometimes, they are very good and other times. . ..

Harry and Jeff smiled at me. I guess my logic made sense in a strange sort of way. Someone had to be the goalie, so it might as well be Paul John Henson.

Since Jeff already had a stick, and he did not need a new one, we were all set to leave. Harry and I carried our selections up to the front counter and the chap at the front counter checked out our purchases. Harry was first, and he laid his stick on the counter for the man to see the price.

“That will be four dollars and twenty-eight cents, there son. Next time, ya had better be careful of that old gal who prowls the aisles, will ya? I had to listen to her yap for ten minutes about how young people these days have no respect.”

The store clerk peered ominously at Harry over the top of his glasses.

“I will, sir. Sorry ‘bout that,” Harry answered with a smile as he paid him the money for the stick and received his change.

I was next, and I laid the goalie stick up on the counter, held my breath as he rang up the sale, because I was worried that I did not have enough money.

“That will be three dollars and sixteen cents there, long-haired kid.” I exhaled and then paid him the money. Happily, I still had a few extra coins in my pockets.

“Thank you, sir,” I answered the store clerk.

“Polite kid for a hippie. I would not think you would be interested in sports with all that hair hanging down there, son. Ya look like a kid who just hangs on the corner and plays very loud rock and roll records all day long. Going to play hockey, huh? Not many hockey players are around here these days. Have fun and be safe. Hockey is a little rough,” the clerk said as he leaned on the counter, smiled and put his glasses up on top of his head.

“We will, sir. Thank you,” I answered as we grabbed our new sticks and made our way out the door of the store. I was used to the longhair comments by now. I simply brushed them off.

We strapped the sticks up on the frame of my big bike, in the same holders that we used to hold our fishing poles, and we were off. The three of us were pedaling our bikes as if our pants were on fire while we headed back to Haledon. The afternoon was waning now, and we wanted to try out our sticks before it was too dark.

Before we knew it, we were back in front of 20 John Street, parking our bikes in front of Harry’s house.

Jeff pushed the kickstand down on his bike. He then ran towards his house and yelled back to us, “I will go get my stick and a puck that I have in the basement. I will be right back, youse guys.”

Jeff reappeared in no time flat, carrying his stick and a black object in his hand. Upon closer inspection, we found that the puck was actually not an “official” hockey puck. Jeff explained how the puck was actually the end of his Christmas tree trunk that he sawed off when it was out at the curb after Christmas. Jeff’s older brother, Steve Porter, had given him the idea to make his own pucks to shoot around with on the ice last winter. When people tossed their old Christmas trees to the curb for pickup by the garbage truck, Jeff and Steve sawed the ends off the trunks of the trees into the correct thickness to make a collection of pucks. They wrapped them with some rubber electrical friction tape, which the two brothers hoofed from their old man, and they had a bunch of homemade pucks.

“Well, here we go, youse guys. Paulie, we can use the old warehouse door of Gingert Laces there as a goal,” Jeff said as he tossed the puck on the ground and he began to move it along the ground with his stick.

In between Jeff’s house at 30 John Street and Harry’s house at 20 John Street was an old lace factory. The old factory had a large warehouse door that faced John Street. Since this was a Saturday, the factory was not operating, and the wooden door was down in place and locked. Harry and I watched as Jeff moved the puck along the asphalt of the street, aimed and shot the puck towards the warehouse door.

“Bang!”

The wooden puck made a loud noise as it bounced off the door and rolled along the ground towards Harry.

Harry picked the puck up, moved it with his stick and he tried to shoot the puck in the same manner as Jeff had just shot it. Harry’s shot was not as smooth or as accurate, and the puck flew off high in the air and hit the top of the door.

“Thud!”

The puck made a dead noise as it hit higher on the warehouse door and rolled on an edge back into the street.

“Shit! Wow! This is hard to aim. It is a lot harder than I thought it would be!” Harry said as he watched where his shot had hit.

“Go ahead, Paulie. You be the goalie and try to stop the puck from getting behind you. Say, the net is imaginary, and it goes from here on the door, to say . . . this spot here,” Jeff was walking in front of the door measuring out an imaginary hockey net, and he tapped his stick blade on the spots on the old door as he explained the boundaries.

I nodded my head and stood in front of the markers that Jeff had laid out.

“What do I do, Jeff? Do I just kind of stand here with my stick and try to stop it? I bet that thing will hurt!”

Jeff looked at me and dropped his stick on the street. “Hey, wait. I know what you need! Wait here.”

Jeff ran off to his house once more and he disappeared into the backyard. Once again, he was back in a flash, and this time, he was carrying a baseball glove in one hand and
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