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Barclay Bear lived with his mother and father in the thick, dark forests of Northern Ontario. Like most cubs he knew, Barclay loved fishing and hunting for berries, but more than anything else, he loved hockey.

Barclay had fallen in love with the game of hockey from watching the games played by his neighbours. While the sound of skate blades cutting into ice and sticks slapping pucks echoed through the forest near his home, Barclay peeked through the trees and shrubs, along with a number of squirrels and a few chipmunks, to watch in amazement at how well some of his neighbours played the game he loved. Brothers Pierre and Marcel Deer were elegant skaters who could move past most other players quite easily. Marc Moose was big and strong, and although he wasn’t very fast, very few of the players ever got past him. Joel Otter stickhandled with ease, amazing everyone with his dipsydoodling on the ice. Sisters Hayley and Cassie Fox were relatively new to the neighbourhood games but could dangle as well as any of the others who got together to play. Theodore Beaver played goal brilliantly, using his big tail to swat away any pucks that came nearby. Theodore was a fierce competitor, too, and any time an opposing player came near his net, he pushed them out of his way and argued with them, no matter whether it was Joel Otter, who usually just skated away, or Marc Moose, who didn’t back away from confrontations with anyone. 

When no one was around, Barclay had often pulled on an old pair of skates and cleared an area on the frozen lake where his friends usually played. He taught himself to skate and shoot a puck. After a few weeks wobbling slowly around the ice surface, Barclay learned to balance on his skates, and after much practise, realized he could skate almost as fast as Marcel and Pierre Deer. And using a net he made from willows and spruce boughs, Barclay soon realized that what had begun as a shot that dribbled its way towards the empty net, soon was flying high off the ice and into the top branches. 

As winter approached, Barclay summoned up all of his courage and decided that he would ask his neighbours if he could join in their games. He pulled on his skates, grabbed his old wooden stick, and peered out from the forest. When the other animals finished their game of ‘first team to 10,’ Barclay made his move.

“Hey you guys,” he started. “Are you looking for another player?”

“Why, do you know someone?” giggled Theodore, and all the animals high-fived the beaver as they joined in the laughter.

On any other day, Barclay Bear might have tucked his little tail between his legs, turned and trudged home, but for whatever reason, on this day, he found courage he didn’t know he had. 

“Yeah, I’m ready to join you guys.” Barclay asked, “Can I play with you today?” 

The animals looked at each other, but no one said a word. A chipmunk hiding behind a clump of trees chittered, “Let him play!” and then ran behind a birch tree.

Finally, Spanky Porcupine spoke up. “Look guys, we’re short a player anyway, so why don’t we let the cub play?”

Theodore snickered. “Well, if we’re short, we’ve got the right guy!” Everyone laughed...except Barclay. 

Finally, Marc Moose came over and said, “Come on, kid. I’ve seen you behind the trees watching us play. I’ve only got four players on my side so you can play with us.”

No one argued with Marc.

Barclay was so excited, he found it hard to catch his breath. As he stepped onto the frozen lake, he stumbled and needed his stick to keep him from hitting the ice face first. The other animals looked on, and a few of them just shook their heads, but Barclay soon made his way over and readied himself for the opening faceoff. 

“Hey kid, what’s your name?” asked Marc. 

“Barclay. Barclay Bear, sir,” he replied. 

“Sir! What the heck is this ‘sir’ stuff?” The animals all laughed at how formal Barclay had been. “Just call me ‘Marc,’” he said. “Or ‘Moose.’ That works, too.”

Barclay swallowed hard. “Not a problem, uh, ‘Moose.’” He felt awkward calling the giant moose by his nickname, but no one seemed to have a problem with it. 

Marc looked over at Barclay. “You’ll start at left defence, okay?”

“You bet!” replied Barclay.

The animals found their places on the snowy ice surface. As Barclay excitedly hollered, “Let’s drop the puck,” Theodore slammed his big tail on the ice, making a loud ‘thwack’ sound.

“Have some respect, will ya?” snapped Theodore, and with that, he began to sing ‘O Canada.’ All the animals joined in, some more in tune than others, and Barclay found himself softly singing the words he knew so well: ‘O Canada, we stand on guard for thee. O Canada, we stand on guard, for, thee!’

“Now drop the puck,” hollered Theodore, and Hootie, the Grey Owl, flew above the ice surface, hovered over centre ice and, with Marcel Deer on one side and Odie Skunk on the other, dropped the puck to begin the game.  

Although Barclay followed the movement of the puck, he had yet to touch it when Cassie and her sister Hayley made their way towards him. The Fox sisters were fast; faster than what Barclay was quite ready for, and as Cassie and Hayley slipped the puck through Barclay’s legs, he fell, landing in a big pile of snow. The Foxes were in all alone on Theodore, but the beaver made a terrific stop and smothered the puck. 

“What the heck was that?” Theodore yelled at Barclay.  

Just then, Theodore began a chant:

“Barclay Bear is barely a bear.

He’s so small that he’s barely there!”

A few other animals joined in, and by the time they got to the end, all the animals were chanting, over and over again:

“Barclay Bear is barely a bear.

He’s so small that he’s barely there!

Barclay Bear is barely a bear.

He’s so small that he’s barely there!”

At first, Barclay wanted to cry and head home, but instead, he was determined to show the other animals that he could play this game they all loved so much.

The players didn’t use faceoffs unless a goal was scored, so Theodore dropped the puck behind his net and Marc Moose picked it up. Astonishingly, he passed it immediately to Barclay. Without thinking, the cub carried the puck up the left side of the ice, gaining speed as he went. A quick pass to Odie Skunk landed perfectly on his stick. Barclay continued with the play and moved into the centre of the ice. As he did, Odie snapped a hard pass right back to him. 

Barclay cradled the puck and first dodged a check from Pierre Deer, then spun around past Marcel Deer as if he was standing still. Without realizing it, he had only Joel Otter to beat. It seemed almost as though Barclay was dancing on skates as he leaned left, then reversed and went right, leaving the otter grabbing at air.

In close to the opposing goal, Barclay instinctively made a move that made it appear as though he was going to deke Dale Wolf, the goaltender, but instead, with the wolf already on the ice, Barclay fired a bullet into the top right corner. 

“Top shelf, where the squirrels keep their nuts!” hollered Barclay, smiling broadly.

There was silence. Dead silence. Then suddenly, both teams started cheering and his teammates tapped their sticks on the ice.

“Great goal, kid,” shouted Marc. 

Theodore Beaver yelled, “Who do you think you are, Mario LeMoose?”

“Nah, more like Bobby Boar,” he laughed.

Barclay Bear became a regular at the rink from that moment on. He felt so good when both teams argued over which team he’d play for.

“We’ll take Barclay,” announced Spanky Porcupine.

“Uh, no you won’t,” replied Marc Moose. “You had him last game. He’s ours today.”
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The temperature continued to drop as the days got shorter. Barclay’s appetite was bigger than it had ever been before. The growing cub asked for seconds (and sometimes thirds) every time his mother served fresh salmon and wild blueberry pie.

Each time Barclay joined his friends for a hockey game, they commented on how much bigger he was getting. Barclay seldom was knocked down anymore, but more often than not, left a path of opposing players scrambling to pick themselves up off the ice after a bodycheck. 

The collection of hockey playing animals was excited about an upcoming tournament called the ‘Reindeer Games,’ scheduled for early January. They had entered the ‘Reindeer Games’ Hockey Tournament the previous year, and although they hadn’t done too well, had enjoyed meeting other hockey loving animals and trading stories. 

“Hey Barclay,” began Spanky Porcupine, “I hope you’re planning on joining us this year. I think you can make a big difference!”

Barclay looked straight ahead, trying to hide the fact that tears were welling up in his eyes. He knew in his heart that he wouldn’t be able to play.

“What’s wrong?” asked Spanky. By this time, some of the other players had gathered around waiting for Barclay’s answer.

“I won’t be able to play in your tournament,” sniffed the big cub. “My parents reminded me just this morning that it was almost time to hibernate.”

Hootie the grey owl looked puzzled. “What do you mean, hibernate




* * *
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