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Dedication



To Elmari.

Thanks for all the love and support. 

Love you always.































One



"All right, you lot. Let's play stingers!"

Little James' heart sank. He hated that game, and all the other kids seemed to hate him. He was a good shot with the tennis ball, but he was terrible at getting out of its way. Besides the other kids, even Mr Evans seemed to have it in for him; he wished he knew why.

James wasn't a huge fan of any sporting activity, now that he came to think of it. He was much happier with his head buried in a book than out here on the field.

He looked around him, at the other kids standing in a circle on the football pitch, all rubbing their hands in anticipation. Then he looked at the school building, no less than a hundred paces away. He wondered if he could run there and sit in the library. Surely Mr Wilson, the English teacher, would protect him.

A sharp pain shot through his right arm, yanking his head out of the clouds. Rubbing his arm, he looked around to see everyone, Mr Evans included, giggling hysterically and pointing at him. Tears welled up in James' eyes, but that only seemed to encourage the pointers.

"Clarke, you're it!" Mr Evans managed through his laughter. "Run, everybody!"

Still rubbing his arm, James walked over to where the ball had rolled. 

May as well make the most of this. 

He picked up the ball and lobbed it towards two of the kids as they ran away. The ball hit Harry on his massive right calf. Harry was a big kid, the same age as James, but easily three times his size. He was the school bully, and there wasn't a student at the school who didn't wish they could one day get the better of him. 

The ball sailed through the air gracefully, and didn't hit particularly hard, nor did it roll very far. Harry turned around, scooped the ball up off the ground, and flung it back at James.

"That hurt, you little shit!"

The ball slammed into James' chest, knocking the wind out of him and causing him to fall onto the ground and curl into a little ball himself. As he lay there, sobbing in between deep gulps for air, he sucked dirt and loose grass into his mouth. The rest of the phys. ed. class formed a circle and danced around him, chanting "Poor wittle Clarkey-warkey! Poor wittle Clarkey-warkey!"

Mr Evans was laughing so hard, tears were streaming down his face. Through his laughter, he managed, "Come on, Clarke! Don't be a wuss! Sting them back!"































Two



Jack Evans sat at their antique dining room table, salivating as his wife Emily approached, carrying a plate full of steaming mashed potatoes and pork sausage. Laying the plate down in front of him, she asked, "How was your day, dear?"

"It was okay, love," replied Jack as he stuck his fork into his sausage. "I had Grade 8-B for phys. ed. today. I've told you about that little runt, James Clarke?"

Mrs Evans nodded as she gingerly sliced a piece off her own sausage. "Oh, Jack, I wish you wouldn't be so mean!"

"The boy's hopeless, I tell you!" exclaimed her husband. "The group played stingers, but he was so scared. Harry Taylor hit him in the chest with the ball, and he went down like a ton of bricks. All he could do was cry. It was hilarious, but it's also disgusting!"

"My love," answered his wife, "he's just a boy. How old is he? Twelve?"

"Thirteen." snapped Jack, "and when I was his age I was walking barefoot to school in the snow!" His wife rolled her eyes and sighed, as Jack continued, "He's so scrawny you can see his collarbones sticking out! That ridiculous phys. ed. tank top he wears is miles too big for him! He needs some muscles on him."

"But, dear. Belittling the boy is not the way to...."

"Nonsense!" he cut off his wife. "A little humiliation is good for anyone! Why, when I was in the army, they made us to do a hundred push-ups in front of our entire squad!"

When Jack Evans got excited, the veins on his massive biceps stuck out under his short white tee-shirt, and the whistle he always wore around his neck bobbed up and down. His wife gave him a reproachful look as it sank into his mashed potatoes.

"I wish you wouldn't wear that to the dinner table, dear."

He gave a blush as he plucked it out and sucked on it.

"Yes, dear," he mumbled. "Wow, this food is fantastic! Did I ever tell you what a wonderful cook you are?"

She just smiled at him. "Oh, Jack. You're incorrigible sometimes!"

He looked at his wife. She was as beautiful as the day he'd first met her, but she didn't understand. As a saleswoman at the stationery shop downtown, she didn't understand what it was like, trying to turn these boys into men. She didn't have what it took to watch them cry, and just laugh at them, knowing that that was how they grew backbones. And she never would.































Three



James was racing down the short passage from the bathroom to his bedroom, wearing only his towel. He had bathed as quickly as he could, in case his mother had come into their house's only bathroom to use the toilet. The last thing he wanted was for her to see the bruises on his arm and chest, and make a fuss.

He made it about halfway before she walked down the passage. Immediately she stopped and shrieked. "James, what on earth happened to you?!"

James was mortified. He quickly folded his arms over his chest and tried to cover the bruise on his right arm with his left. "N-nothing, Mom," he stammered, "just kids' stuff."

"Nonsense!" exclaimed his mother as she raced towards him and pulled his arms away, exposing his chest. The motion was so fast that James' towel came loose, and he had to grab it with both hands to keep it from falling off. "That's not nothing! That looks like you might have cracked a rib!"

She gently rubbed his sternum, and he winced with pain. When she'd satisfied herself there was nothing broken, she crouched down and cradled his face in her hands. "Come now, tell Mommy what happened." she cooed.

At the tone of her voice, James broke down and cried. He felt humiliated that he hadn't been able to keep from crying in front of his mother, but that only made him cry more.

"Oh, Mommy," he blubbered, "we played Stingers today in phys. ed. Mr Evans threw the ball into my arm, then Harry threw it into my chest, and... and... he called me a wuss, and they all laughed at me!"

His mother held her son tightly and pressed his face into her shoulder. He sobbed until the tears stopped.

She took him by the arm and marched him into the kitchen, still wearing nothing but his bath towel. After sitting him down on a chair at the kitchen table, she opened the freezer and threw ice cubes into a dishcloth. She knelt in front of him and gently pressed the makeshift ice-pack onto his chest to stop the swelling.

"Your poor thing," she said sweetly. "My poor, poor baby. Doesn't this teacher know that you're not strong enough for all that rough-housing? And encouraging the other children that way, how irresponsible."

James sniffed away the last of his tears and rubbed his eyes with his fists.

"No, I tell you it's not acceptable," continued his mother. "Tomorrow morning, I'm calling your school!"

James felt his heart skip a beat. His eyes opened like big saucers. Staring at his mother, he pleaded with her. "No, Mommy, no! You'll only make it worse! Please don't do that! It's really not so bad. It'll get better, I promise. You'll see!"

"Nonsense, my love," replied his mother calmly. "I'm calling your school tomorrow and that's that. Now come, let's get you into your PJs and into bed."

She dragged James off to bed, and would not listen to another word.
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