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BULLIES
A SHORT STORY BY CHARLES P. NORMAN


I am walking about a quarter mile down Fowler Avenue toward the school bus stop. Behind me a first-grader, a little boy named Billy, walks slowly, shuffling his feet, head down. A small orange grove separates his house from ours. We just moved here Friday from Texas, and this is my first day at a new school, two months into the term. I know no one in the third grade, and only know Billy and his two younger sisters from meeting them playing in the orange grove with my two younger brothers, Dan and Tom.


Several other children are waiting at the bus stop. They are darker, swarthier, and I assume they are Cuban or Italian. There are black children at another bus stop down the road. They ride a separate bus to separate schools.


The old yellow school bus wheezes and hisses to a stop. Everyone files on. Billy sits by himself in a seat halfway back. I pass him, and two older boys, fourth graders, seated behind him, then slide into an empty seat behind them. They pay me no mind. The bus groans, gears grind, and we lurch into motion. The two boys in front of me are laughing, rising up, looking over the seat in front of them. One of them leans forward, reaches over, and thumps Billy’s ear. They burst out laughing and the other boy reaches over to thump Billy’s other ear. He cringes forward, saying nothing. One boy reaches over and thumps his ear again.


This infuriates me. Quickly I rise up, reach forward, and thump each of them as hard as I can on their ears.


“Ow, ow! Hey, whatcha’ doing?” one of them yells, grabbing his ear and turning in his seat. The other boy grabs his ear and turns, too.


“Doesn’t feel too good when it happens to you, does it?” I say, standing up. They are older, but I’m as big as either of them, and have been in many schoolyard fights with older boys in Texas. “We’ll whip your butt, buddy,” the other boy threatens, balling up his fist, still holding his throbbing ear. “Whatcha waiting for?” I ask, and swing on him, punching him square in the nose. His partner swings on me, a glancing blow, and I punch him in the nose twice. Blood erupts from his nostrils. The first boy punches me in the head, yells, hurting his fist on my skull, and I punch him in the nose, the mouth, the eye, pop, pop, pop, like that, and the fight is over. He’s holding his nose, trying to keep the blood in, to no avail. I look forward to the bus driver, and see his eyes looking at me in the mirror. He looks away to the highway ahead, letting it go.


For a few moments the silence reigns, everyone shocked by the quick fight, two against one, won decisively by the new kid, then everyone talks at once. I look to Billy. He is turned in his seat, eyes wide, mouth open, looking at the two boys, then me. He turns around and ducks his head down, looking nowhere.


We get to school, and I watch those two boys, expecting to get jumped by them or their friends, but nothing happens. I notice Billy following me until I find my class and enter when the bell rings. That afternoon he follows me onto the bus home and stands next to my seat, silent. I turn and let him in, to sit by the window. He follows me home from the bus stop then turns in his driveway. 
            Each day thereafter is the same. No one thumps Billy’s ear again, but over the next few weeks I am successively challenged to fights by almost every boy in the fourth grade. I take some lumps, but my unbeaten streak continues. I fight with the fury of the underdog, and dispense black eyes, bloody noses, and split lips until they tire of me, embarrassed to have lost so many fights to a third grader.


One day we are playing in the orange grove. Billy’s sister, Rhonda, pedals her red tricycle in the driveway, and his youngest sister, Karen, carries her big doll Betsy like a Siamese twin. Betsy is as big as Karen, her arms and legs can be bent into different positions, and when Karen pulls a string at the back of her neck she will speak stupid phrases. Their dog, Laddie, a collie, sits in the shade and pants, watching us.


Karen wanders off. We play. A car horn honks on Fowler Avenue, over through the trees. Laddie cocks his head, barks, and takes off, racing toward the road. Another car honks, and we run out of the orange grove, see Karen standing in the roadway, clinging to Betsy, crying, scared. Laddie runs down toward the road, leaps over the ditch, and takes Karen’s arm in his mouth, pulling her to the side of the road, just like on TV. 
             More cars whiz past us, flying, coming from Highway 301 and veering onto Fowler Avenue not even slowing down. Every week we see dead dogs and cats rotting on the side of the road, and I am surprised that no children have been killed. I have an idea. “We need to slow these cars down,” I say. “Dan, go to the house, and bring me that roll of nylon cord Daddy has.” My brother runs off, and moments later, breathless, delivers the spool of nylon cord.


“Ya’ll wanna help me slow these cars down?” Billy and his sisters nod their heads.


“We’re gonna need to use Betsy and your tricycle. Is that okay?” Karen and Rhonda nod again.


“Let’s put Betsy on the tricycle.”
             She won’t stay. With my little pocketknife, I cut several lengths of nylon cord. I tie Betsy’s hands to the tricycle’s handlebars, and tie her feet to the pedals. I tie the spool of cord to the tricycle, and pull it. The pedals turn with the big front wheel, and Betsy’s feet move with them. She is riding the trike. Karen pulls the string behind her neck. “I wuv you. Do you wuv me?” Betsy asks in a tinny voice. Karen grins.


I position Betsy and the red tricycle on the side of Fowler Avenue, the front wheel touching the edge of the pavement. No cars are coming. I unroll the spool of cord and walk across the road with Billy, leaving the line lying flat on the asphalt. My brothers, the girls, and Laddie stay on their side of the street next to the mailboxes and Betsy, watching us. We stand in the ditch, waiting.


An old pick-up truck putters by slowly. A farmer waves. We all wave back. A semi tractor-trailer roars up the hill from 301. It is too big. He won’t even notice us.


“You wanna hold the string?” I ask Billy. He nods. I hand him the spool.


“When a car comes fast, pull the string just a little, so Betsy eases out on the edge of the road, all right?” Billy nods.


“Somebody sees a little girl on a tricycle on the side of the road, like they’re gonna come out in traffic, they’re gonna slow down,” I say.


Billy nods, gripping the cord, intent on doing a good job.


Back toward 301 we see a station wagon flying up the road toward us.


“This is it, Billy!” I shout. “Pull the string!”


He tries to pull the tricycle onto the edge of the roadway, but the front wheel won’t go up over the lip of the pavement. The station wagon is zooming nearer. It will be on top of us in seconds.


“Yank it, Billy!”


He yanks the cord with both hands, the tricycle and doll bumps up onto the asphalt— too hard! The tricycle rolls into the traffic lane, picking up momentum, heading for the center line.


“Stop!” I shout to Betsy and the trike.


 “I can’t,” Billy moans. 
            The station wagon must be going at least seventy. I look at the woman driving. She sees a little blond girl furiously pedaling a tricycle across the highway right in front of her. Her eyes bug out. Her arms push straight out against the steering wheel. She stomps the brakes. It is too late. The brakes lock. The tires squeal and smoke. She tries to swerve. 


The tricycle keeps rolling, the string slack in Billy’s hands. Betsy is oblivious to the danger. Her blue eyes blink, her plastic smile never wavers, her shiny blonde curls bounce, her hands tied to the handlebar grips, her feet secured to the pedals, around and round.


Across the road by the mailboxes Karen’s and Rhonda’s and Tom’s and Dan’s mouths gape open, eyes fixed on the car. Laddie cocks his head toward the station wagon, sliding now, drifting across the center line, zeroing in on Betsy and the trike inexorably rolling to its fate. Laddie tenses, ready to spring, seems to debate whether to chase this car, defers.


Time slows down. All eyes switch to Betsy and the tricycle, a direct hit with the front bumper of the speeding, spinning station wagon. The trike crumples beneath the front end of the car. Betsy’s head flies off, her shiny blonde hair shimmering in the sunlight, her smiling plastic face smashes into the windshield directly in front of the startled face of the woman behind the wheel. She also has shiny blonde hair. She might have been Betsy’s mother had she not been a doll. Other pieces of Betsy fly off and over and under the car.


The tires are screeching, and the woman is screaming as she slides past us and over the obliterated red tricycle. The car spins another hundred feet or so down Fowler Avenue and comes to rest. The woman flies out of the car, wailing, her hands pulling at her hair. She runs back down the center of the highway toward us, still screaming, her face twisted. 
           “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, What have I done?! Oh my God, have mercy!!” 

            She comes first upon the tricycle, its front wheel, pedals, handlebars, and seat crushed together like some malevolent giant had reached from the sky and squeezed it in his hand. She looks down on the crushed parts, her countenance horrified, raises her face to the sky. Letting loose a howl like a mad wolf, a beast, a haunting yowl that runs shivers down my spine. We are frozen statues, watching.


“Oh my God, oh my God!” she screams, pulling out chunks of blonde hair, scratching her face. Where did this madwoman escape from, I wonder. 
             Betsy’s bottom half, her plastic legs, her frilly, pink dress, are intact in the right traffic lane, and when the woman sees the half child lying there, missing its arms and head, she shrieks even louder, her screams piercing our ears.


She runs forward, to Betsy’s head lying in the roadway where it fell, one blue eye gone, popped out, the other eye open and staring, her plastic face, button nose, and pink lips still caught in an eternal smile.


She sees the head and wails anew, “Oh my God, oh my God!” then looks closer, silently staring, suddenly realizing that Betsy is not a mutilated three year- old girl, but a hapless doll strapped to a tricycle, and cruelly dismembered by a speeding station wagon. 
             She picks up the head and turns, her eyes now changed to Medusa’s, burning, looking, looking, seeing the children and the dog by the mailboxes, drawing back, turning her stare toward Billy and me across the road.


“You sonsabitches! You goddam sonsabitches! You rotten little bastards!”


She throws Betsy’s head at us and hurries to her car. She gets in and cranks it, screams at us again, her face contorted.


“I hate you little sonsabitches. Every one of you go to hell.”


She hits the gas, squeals the tires, races away.


Silent Billy blurts out at her, “Slow down, bitch!”


The tension breaks. On both sides of the road children laugh and clap. We never see the woman come this way again.


A horn blows. A car stopped on the highway behind the so-called accident scene approaches slowly. A man gestures toward the crumpled tricycle and doll parts in the roadway. Billy and I hurry over and collect them, get them out of the road, put them next to the mailboxes. 
             Karen picks up Betsy’s arm and begins crying. Rhonda holds the broken seat of her tricycle and cries along with Karen. I feel bad about the destroyed toys.


Another car horn beeps. Oh no, it is Big Bill, the other kids’ father. He scowls at us, points his finger down the road to their house, and drives on. All three of them drop their heads, silent. They pick up the pieces and carry them home. I walk along with them. Billy speaks.


“You better go. You don’t wanna see this.”


“What?” I ask.


“We’re dead.”


“Let me talk to him,” I say. “I’ll tell him it was my idea.”


“It won’t do any good,” Billy says, and trudges across the edge of the orange grove to their yard, the girls behind him.


We turn toward our house, then, hidden by the rows of orange trees, we cut back, crawl beneath the low-hanging limbs of one tree with a view of their yard, and watch. Laddie lies down beside me. He’s not going near the place. 
             Big Bill isn’t a tall man, but he is huge, like a wrestler, with a big round head, wide thick chest, arms so swollen they stick out from his shoulders, forearms bigger than my thighs, like an obese, inflated Popeye caricature.


He unhooks the large truck driver’s silver buckle at his waist and slowly works the thick cowhide belt out of his pants loops. To my eyes it could have been ten feet long, but in actuality it is no more than five feet, maybe a few inches shorter.


He holds the buckle in his fist, then wraps several turns around his hand, re-grips it to give him a more easily-managed two- or three-foot long strap.


“Come ‘ere, boy,” he growls.


“No, Daddy, please don’t, no Daddy, I’m sorry,” Billy pleads.


“Shut up. Come ‘ere.”


He grabs Billy’s upper left arm with his ham-like left hand, raises the leather strap over his head, then strikes Billy’s legs as hard as he could swing. Billy’s feet are knocked out from under him. He screams. Big Bill lifts him up by his arm, rears back with the belt, and comes down across Billy’s buttocks. 
            Billy continues screaming. 
            “I said shut up,” he says, and he hits the little boy again.


Billy tries to run, to get away, but Big Bill’s grip is too strong. He lets Billy run in a circle around him, the heavy belt rising and falling rhythmically across his back, buttocks, and legs. Billy seems to run faster and faster, but it does no good. He cannot get away. The image flashes in my mind of that story about Sambo, and the tigers that ran around the tree so fast that they melted into butter, but there was no melting for Billy.


His legs give out, and he collapses, face down on the ground where Big Bill releases him, then points to Rhonda.


“Come ‘ere.”


“No, Daddy,” she cries.


She pees her pants, wetness darkening her clothing. It doesn’t matter; big Bill grabs her by the arm and beats her like Billy. She screams and falls to the ground. Big Bill lifts her up and swings the belt across her buttocks, her pants seat now muddy from falling into the powdery gray Florida sand. He beats her until she collapses, and then grabs Karen, the youngest, and beats her, too. Their mother stands in the doorway wearing a housecoat, silent, her hair in rollers, holding her smug Pekinese house dog, then turns away. 
            My brothers and I watch silently, numb, too shocked to move. Our parents have whipped us with switches and belts, but nothing like this. These were beatings grown men couldn’t endure.


Watching that merciless man beating those three young children like that turns something over in my head. I know that someone who could do that must be evil and I thank God that Big Bill isn’t my father.


Billy doesn’t go to school Monday, but Tuesday morning early, as I walk down Fowler Avenue to the bus stop, he ambles from their driveway and falls in behind me, head down, cowed. Waiting for the bus to come, I look at him; try to speak, but he won’t meet my eyes. I wonder what will become of him, six years old, trapped in hell with a demon father, two younger sisters caught with him, an uncaring mother watching from the doorway, saying nothing.


We get to school, and I notice Billy following me around. He won’t say anything, but he keeps me in sight. Coming out of class, there he is, waiting. I was the only person who had taken up for him, and he seeks that simple refuge, yet I’d miserably failed him and his sisters when they needed help the most. I vow to myself that the next mean kid who pushes him down or thumps his ear or tries to take his lunch money would regret it, and never do it again.
 END
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