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CHAPTER ONE

True Tough

I was beating the tar out of my brother Edgar. And
because Edgar was born with an abnormal amount of
tar in him, beating it out was nearly a full-time, full-on
job.

I had him by the neck, by the throat, pressed deep
into the upholstery of Dad’s big wingback reading chair.
There was no question I was winning this fight, just
as there was never any question of who was winning
our frequent, spirited, intense confrontations. That would
be me.

No question except, I suppose, in the mind of Edgar.
That was one place I would never want to go, person-
ally, even to find out how he thought he’d wiggle out of
my grip. But his face was helpful enough. Turning plum
purple, and with his strength draining so quickly I could
feel it running down my arms and torso and onto the
floor, he still managed to lay that vile and infuriating

toothy leer on me.



Which, naturally, drove me berserk. As it was
intended to.

I threw my whole life-force into the effort of stran-
gling my brother and breaking his neck and putting him
personally into his final resting place directly beneath
our house. The chair flew backward, and Edgar flew
backward, and I flew forward without ever losing my grip.
The thunder-crash as we hit the floor was somehow
not quite enough, so I went onward and jackhammered
Edgar’s head against the hardwood floor. T just wanted
to get that victory expression off his face because, in all
fairness, it was all wrong in this instance.

“Stop it! Stop, Danny, stop!” My other brother, Kent,
screamed as he slammed into me from the side, toppling
me but failing to break my grip.

“Idiot, I'm doing this for you!” I screamed back.

“Well you can stop doing it for me!”

“No, I can’t. I can’t stop,” 1 said, pinning Edgar to
the floor with my right hand and shoving Kent’s face
away with my left.

A crack of knuckles to the tip of my chin sent my head
snapping back. Edgar seized his moment.

“One hand?” Edgar yelled as he rolled me backward
and jumped on me. “You think you can hold me down

with one hand, Danny?”
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He wasn’t appalled by many things, my brother, but
he was rightly appalled at that. Because while I always
beat him, always, I didn’t always beat him easily or by
much. It was a brothers thing, where you know one
another so well, without even knowing what you know,
that you can turn a sure mismatch into a real contest.
If you have the guts for it.

My brothers had the guts for it.

Even Kent, who looked like he wouldn’t give your
average badminton player much trouble, could scrap
like a wild dog when he had to. So we had our pecking
order in our house. Edgar whomped on Kent, and then
I whomped on Edgar for whomping on Kent. I felt like
it was my job and my duty, no matter how hard or how
fun that job was. And no matter whether Kent appreci-
ated me for it or not.

With my back flat on the floor and Edgar on my chest,
I balled my left fist, zeroed in on his puggy nose . . .
and then Kent lunged. He grabbed my arm before I could
let fly.

“No, Danny, stop!” Kent squawked, though I could
barely hear him over Edgar’s howl of delight. He
could neither believe his luck nor contain his joy. Edgar
thanked Kent by popping me a sharp, snapping left jab,
right off of my forehead.
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“Kent!” T bellowed. I wasn’t even much bothered
with Edgar anymore, since he was only doing exactly
what he should have done in that situation. I'd have
been angry if he didn’t punch me with a sweet opportu-
nity like that.

In one super heave, I blasted Edgar right off of me,
sending him crashing into the base of the front door.
Then, I went for Kent.

“You idiot,” I barked as I gave him a hard backhand
across his cheek. “You don’t break up a fight by holding
one guy’s arm down so the other guy can pound him!
How do you not know that? Have you been paying
attention at all?” He was paying attention now as I
bapped him across the face. Back and forth and back and
forth with my right hand, while T held him still with
my left.

“I didn’t want you to kill my brother,” he protested.

“You didn’t want . . . I'm your brother! And I was flat
on my back!”

“Yeah, Kent,” Edgar said, enjoying his seat on the
floor. “Danny was losing.”

“I was never losing,” I shouted, turning toward Edgar

just as the front door opened and cracked him right in

the back.
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“Ha!” 1 roared, still cuffing Kent casually into
submission.

Then I saw it was Dad coming through the door.

I immediately felt bad, but there was nothing I could
do about it now. I ceased all movement, though, releas-
ing my grip on Kent.

“Why?” Dad wailed, in that way of his. In just the
way I knew he would. He had a low note he would hit
at times, when we did stuff that wounded and saddened
him. That note wounded and saddened me, too. Then
he balled his fists up the best he could, and hit it again.
“Why, Daniel? Why can’t you just leave them be?” He
looked down, as if yelling at the rug. His hands trem-
bled with the intensity of his anguish. The left fist he
threatened the floor with looked like a normal fist. But
the right one, the withered one, shook worse.

I couldn’t look his disappointment straight on. So I
had to do the other thing, the crappy, unfunny, unfair
thing.

“I think it’s their hair, Pop.”

He looked up now, with his fist and his withered hand
held unsteady in front of him.

“You think it’s what?”

“Oh, not this again, Danny,” Edgar barked.
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“Not again. Not now,” Kent moaned.

They had offensive, antagonistic hair, both of them.
Edgar’s was bunchy and big, like a snow cone of hair.
Kent’s was straight and wispy and almost girly long. And
it was orange. They both had bright orange punch-me
hair. Mine was normal human brown, with a normal
side part.

“Half the guys in school have lined up to fight these
two because of their hair. How am I supposed to resist
when I have to look at it round the clock?”

For a second, I convinced myself I was making a
pretty good case. But then something happened that 1
never saw coming. Something I could not possibly have
seen coming because it had never happened before.
Something that was too unreal to be real and so I didn’t
believe it was possible, even as I watched it rolling straight
toward me.

My dad, my sweet-natured, physically-unfit-for-
service-in-two-wars-even-though-he-tried-to-sign-up-
for-both father, threw himself forward in an effort to
attack me.

“They...are...not...getting...in...fights...
because . . . of . . . their . .. hair!” Dad wheezed as he
flailed awkwardly, clapping me on the chest and shoul-
ders as I stared in complete shock. My brothers jumped
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in to restrain him. “They are getting in fights, Daniel,
because you are training them to be chippy, combat-
ive ruffians! You mold them in your own image, so
they’ll fight with anything that moves, for no appar-
ent reason!”

I had never seen him so upset. I had never felt, inside
myself, so upset. Things did not upset me. That was
part of my package, part of how this machine worked.
But this vision here: My poor old man, enfeebled by polio,
then again by post-polio—because life is loaded with
great punch lines—who never did anybody any harm
ever, was trying with everything he had to harm me.
And everything he had barely amounted to anything.
My poor dad couldn’t even throw me off balance. Not
physically, at least.

But it paralyzed me all the same. My arms hung at my
sides as he tried and tried to get at me. Dad’s strength
rapidly ran down, and both Edgar and Kent tried to
assure him in low voices that everything was all right,
but he wasn’t assured in any way. I wanted to tell him I
was sorry. But nothing came out of me. When I couldn’t
get it out in time, Dad finally started crying. Giving up.
He just let my brothers hold him, weeping away.

[ was not going to cry, no, it just wasn’t going to

happen because that was not how this machine worked.
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But all the strength that had to be diverted to holding
back my tears made it even more impossible to tell Dad
I was sorry and that I would do better.

He deserved to hear that at least. But no. The machine
was in high gear.

He could cry. How come I couldn’t?

Finally, I snapped out of my stupor. I blew past all
three of them and bolted out the front door.

“Why do you have to do these things?” he wailed,
just before I had time to slam the door between me and

his words.

Not that I'd have had an answer for him. I didn’t know
why I had to do those things. I just had to, was all.

Anyway, Edgar and Kent were lucky to have me
around, to be honest. It was me making those two sad-
sack brothers of mine into hard nuts who could handle
anything that came their way. That’s what I figured. No
way could Dad have ever taught them the stuff I taught
them.

Although there was one big thing I could never teach
them. That was how to be as tough as the toughest guy

I ever knew.
Dad.
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“Daniel!”

Oh, no, please.

I was quickstep-walking away from the house and
that scene, faster than most people could run. I didn’t
lose any pace as I looked back over my shoulder to ver-
ify what I already knew.

“Go home, Dad!” I yelled.

That was pointless, of course. Once I looked back,
he had me hooked, and he knew it.

I stopped fast-walking, started backward-walking
as [ watched the old man put every which kind of energy
into going not very fast at all. T stopped backward-
walking and came to a stop. Dad wore a brace on his
left leg that turned every other stride into a small pole-
vaulting action. Made no difference to him as he huffed
and hobbled down that sidewalk to get to me. His good
left arm pumped the way anybody’s arm would when
running, only it pumped at about a three-to-one rate
compared to his right one.

To look at his strained face, his frantic body language,
you would find no sign that he didn’t believe he’d even-
tually catch me. Even when I started walking toward him
to make the trip just marginally shorter, he didn’t let up

one tiny bit on the gas.

9



He practically fell into my arms with exhaustion when
we finally came together. I held on to him as he strug-
gled to catch his breath. And he held on to me as best
he could.

We hung on like that for a few minutes. Which was

good. Without saying anything. Which was even better.
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