Sticks
and
Stones

A Story by Pat Spears

ary is kneeling in her back yard, weeding dan-
M delions from among the shasta daisies, sweat-

ing in the spring humidity, when the school
bus brakes at the corner. From behind her privacy
fence, she imagines kids crushing forward to the front of
the bus, and pouring onto the street like the Great
Flood. Their voices spill over the fence, and rising
above those of all the others is the voice of the boy she
calls bully.

She’s heard him plenty of times, taunting the smaller,
more timid kids, and with the neighborhood changing
there are always new kids to torment. “Fresh meat,”
she’s heard him baiting, drawing the scrappier ones into
bloody fights where they’ve gotten the shorter end.

“Give it back, whore,” she hears him say, “before 1
bash your fat face in.”

She stands, listening, thinking he’s at it again. But
when their voices trail off, up and down the street, she
stoops again to her work, believing that whatever it was
has passed.

She remembers the nice boy from next door. What
was his name? He’d brought sweet and spicy packages
wrapped in warm waxed paper, and she’d called
thanks to his momma who’d stood waving from her
back steps.

“Shoot, what was that child’s name?” she asks of her
cat, sunning nearby. “Some days my mind’s like a
sieve.”

He’d been the first person she’d talked to when she
couldn’t get Sarah at the school, after hearing Walter
Cronkite say on TV that President Kennedy had been
shot. The poor boy was later killed in Vietnam.
“Tommy. Tommy Watson was his name,” to the cat,
now sitting in the watering pail.

That was the same year she and Sarah had bought this
house and moved in. Back then they’d both had plenty
of starch in their backbones. Now Sarah is dead, the
neighborhood is for rent, and she has more good years
behind her than ahead of her.

Back on the street, as though triggered by some primi-
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tive signal, screams soar, the bully’s rising like a lead
hound’s when it’s caught the scent of prey.

“Get her,” he yells.

Feet pound the soft ground along the power line
right-of-way between her fence and the drainage ditch.
She turns to see the board she’s left loose at the bottom
for her cat flip skyward, and a young girl squeeze
through the opening. Her face flushed and streaked
with sweat, the girl crawls on her knees and elbows
through the azaleas, turning to sit on the ground against
the loose board.

“Hold up,” the bully shouts. “The little chicken-
shit’s crawled under Butch Stevens’ fence.”

The girl looks to Mary, her eyes pleading for sanctu-
ary and whispers, “Please, Miss Butch.”

Mary frowns, but she’s not about to throw the girl to
the head hunters on the other side of the fence.

“Bust it down.” A second boy screams and they begin
pounding the fence with their fists and feet.

Mary picks up a garden hoe, unlocks the back gate,
and steps into the alley. The boys don’t notice her until
she’s hit the fence a sharp blow with the hoe.

“Shit, the old queer’s gone nuts,” another boy says.
He’s bare to the waist, looking half-raw, his milky-white
skin like that of an oyster. There are four boys, and
some girls stand further back, near the street. They're
all vounger than she expected, maybe between eleven
and thirteen.

“You boys mean to kick down my fence?” she asks in
a steady voice.

Stepping forward, the bully says, “Ain’t nobody hurt
your fence.”

Although she’s seen him often enough on the street,
she’s never seen him this close, and for a moment she
feels something for him. His head teeters on its thin
neck like a ball on a rope. He stands, his jaw jutted for-
ward, and his pale face is as transparent as an onion peel.

“She stole something we’re getting back.”

“If she’s a thief, you can tell her folks. But for now
she’s staying right where she is.”

“Her momma don’t want her hanging around the likes
of you,” he says, looking to the others, who giggle.
“She’ll call the cops.”

Can’t let this one get under her skin, she thinks,
drawing herself erect. She may be sixty, but thank
goodness she’s solid right on. Taking a firmer grip on
the hoe handle, she locks eyeballs with the boy and
lowers her voice to what Sarah had called her biker’s
growl. “Never mind that. Ya’ll better worry about get-
ting out of here before I lose my temper and start
swinging.”

Under her steady gaze, the bully’s face loses some of
its hardness and he turns to the others. “Forget the old
bitch. We'll fix her later.” ,

Mary watches as they round the outside corner of the
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