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“WHAT? YOU THINK YOU GOT IT ROUGH?”
BY CHRISTOPHER PAUL CURTIS




My gramps, Papa Red, has been living with us for a year now and is straight-up nuts. I don’t say that because the man can’t understand anything that was invented after the wheel, either. I say that because one day I’m gonna be a writer and I’ve trained myself to be real observant. As part of doing research for my upcoming autobiography I’ve read a bunch of issues of Modern Psychology and now, instead of wanting to knock Papa Red the mess out, I understand that he can’t help himself. The magazines say it’s all understandable why he lost his mind: it’s because of his father, Iron John, a man who was so far off the deep end he was at the bottom of the ocean.

Papa Red knew, kind of, what it was that had drove him nuts, too. Man, I’d be neighbors with Oprah Winfrey if I had a dollar for every time in the past twelve months he told me and my worthless brother, Chester, something like, “What? You little chumps think you got it rough? Y’all little momma’s boys ain’t got no idea what rough is. When I was your age my old man was so rough on me and my brothers and sisters that…” Then you fill in the blanks with any story that involves torturing children right up to the point of death.

It was Monday and my turn to sit with Papa Red. I got to his bedroom door and Chester was standing just inside the doorway.

Great. I was just in time to hear Gramps’s latest “had it so rough” story.

He was saying to Chester, “That ain’t nothing. My daddy was so rough on us that he’d hang us upside down from the clothesline and smear honey on our faces and wouldn’t cut us down until the crows had come and plucked our eyes out! You hear me, boy? You got any idea how it feels to be dangling from a clothesline waiting for a crow to come pluck your eyes out? Sometimes the crows wouldn’t show up for days! Days, I’m saying! And not every crow in the world likes the taste of honey, neither, so you just hung there and waited until one with a sweet tooth flew by. And you best not try to wiggle off that clothesline or when Iron John caught hold of you he’d really put you on punishment! Now that’s being rough!”

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Chester, who I already told you is a certified moron, had to point out the obvious, “But Papa Red, I’m looking at your eyes right now. How’d you get ’em back from the crow?”

Papa Red was real old-school, and back talk and sass like that always lead him to violence, and even though he’s stuck sitting in his wheelchair he can still do some damage if you aren’t careful. Right after you’d sass him he’d say something like, “Huh? I didn’t quite catch that, you know. I ain’t hearing good as I used to.” Then he’d try to distract you by cupping his left hand around his ear all the while reaching down with his right hand to grab hold of what he called his licking stick, hoping he could lure you a little closer.

One thing you gotta say about Chester is that he isn’t extremely dumb. He’d seen how far the switch had reached the last time he got whacked and knew right where to stand so it couldn’t get him again.

He said, “So I gotta ask, how’re you seeing me if a crow ate your eyes?”

He snapped his fingers, “Oh, I got it! Those are glass eyes you’re looking at me with. Could you pull one of ’em out for me so’s I can see how they work?”

Papa Red got his hand around the switch and said, “Sure, boy, come here and let me put it in your hand. I don’t wanna take a chance and drop it and have it break. These things is expensive.”

Chester laughed and said, “Naw, Gramps, why don’t you just roll it to me? You know, like a marble.”

I know it’s not possible, but when Papa Red whipped that switch from beside his wheelchair it was glowing and making a humming sound. He slapped it across his palms twice.

“Aww, you done slipped up now,” Papa Red said. “I got you and your back-talking, sass-filled little mouth right where I want you! I’m like a spider what’s set a trap and you ain’t nothing but a juicy fly!”

Chester checked the spot on the carpet where he knew the switch could reach, and just to be safe, took another half step back. He laughed and said, “Yeah, well, you’re gonna have to postpone your dinner reservation, Spiderman. This fly’s gotta buzz off to handle some of his business.”

Papa Red raised the switch over his head.

Chester was feeling real sassy. He laughed and said, “What you gonna do with that stick, old man? Huh? What?”

A huge mistake.

Papa Red said, “What’m I gonna do with this stick? I’m gonna smote you, that’s what. And I know you ain’t got no idea what that word means, so I’m gonna demonstrate, and I’ll bet by the end of this demonstrating ‘smote’ is one word you won’t soon be forgetting.”

When the tip of that glowing, humming switch caught Chester’s shoulder I wished I had a video camera ’cause his expression would’ve got me a million hits on YouTube! The first thing he did was get a stupid, shocked look on his face, then he howled, then he jumped straight up and made another huge mistake: instead of running to the door he grabbed his shoulder and backed into a corner.

Papa Red didn’t even have to move his wheelchair. He sat there and commenced wailing on Chester from ten feet off! The way he was swinging that switch, Papa Red looked like a conductor from the Flint Symphony Orchestra waving a baton during some big, busy, rushy song like Beethoven’s Ninth. Every time the switch hit Chester it would go, “Pie-ow!” and Chester would yelp like a Chihuahua.

I know I should’ve tried to stop Papa Red but the way that switch was ripping through the air, I figured I didn’t want to be any part of what they call “collateral damage.” Besides, Chester is a certified moron and deserved this for always messing with Papa Red. What did that dude on that old TV show used to say? “Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time.”

Chester didn’t have a clue how Papa Red was able to hit him with the switch, but I knew what had happened. Chester isn’t the only one who’s certified in our family. Our little sister, Lulu, is certified, too, but she’s a certified snitching, butt-kissing little brat, and she does everything Papa Red asks.

Yesterday I’d seen her going into his room carrying a tape measure and a saw. When I asked her what she was doing she told me, “You don’t look like my momma. Don’t be questioning me. I got rights….” Then she sashayed her trash-talking little behind into Gramps’s room.

A couple of seconds later they both came out, her riding on the back of his wheelchair as they whirred to the front door. The saw and tape measure were in his lap.

I didn’t care, but just trying to be sociable, I’d asked, “Where you going, Papa Red?”

He stopped the chair, looked at me, and said, “My momma died in nineteen hundred and thirty-seven, and she was a smart woman. If she was gonna get reincarnated in someone else’s body I don’t think she’d choose the body of a ten-year-old pimply idiot like you. So less’n you got some ID that shows that she’s took over your body, I’m gonna ignore that question and any others that come outta that crooked-tooth mouth of yours.”

It’s sad but the only thing he said that wasn’t true was that I’m ten years old. I’m really nearly fourteen. Oh, I’m also not an idiot.

Lulu stuck her tongue out at me.

Papa Red shifted the wheelchair back in gear and they rolled out the front door.

It all made sense now: Papa Red had measured how long a switch he’d need to cover the whole room and taken Lulu and the saw out to find one that was long enough!

Like I said, he’s nuts, but he sure ain’t stupid.

Momma must’ve heard the crack of six or seven “Pie-ow”s and six or seven of Chester’s screams before she finally came to see what the commotion was about. She’s not as worried about collateral damage as I am and took two good whacks before she snatched the switch away from Papa Red.

“Daddy! I told you you can’t be beating these children like that. This is the twenty-first century. We don’t do that anymore.”

Papa Red laughed and said, “Call the po-po on me, then. I’m ninety years old. I’ll just tell ’em I was having a twentieth-century flashback! You baby them boys too much, and that one’s got a real fresh mouth.”

Momma snapped the licking stick in half.

Gramps said, “I want to move back to Gary. They know how to treat spoiled brats there.”

Momma said, “No one’s moving nowhere. This is your home now and I need you to look after these children while I’m at work. How can I leave you in charge if everything leads to you whipping them? Besides, where on earth are you getting these switches from anyway?”

Lulu would’ve busted me in a heartbeat. I kept quiet.

Papa Red said, “My lips are sealed, beat me if you want but I ain’t talking. The Kenyans captured me back in ’52 and worked me over for two weeks and couldn’t even get my social security number from me. You think you can make me talk? Ha! You and these two little momma’s boys ain’t got nothing on the Kenyans.”

Momma said, “Papa, I told you a million times the United States has never been at war with the Kenyans.”

“That’s what makes them so dangerous. No one knows how tricky they are.”

Momma sighed and said, “Chester, Trevor, follow me.” Momma closed Papa Red’s bedroom door and we stood in the hallway. Chester wiped his tears and sniffled while I waited to see what mind game Momma was gonna play on us next.

Chester said, “I’m calling child protection on him.”

Momma said, “You aren’t calling anybody. I don’t know what you did, but I know you provoked him.”

She put her hands on our shoulders and said, “Boys, this can’t keep happening. I need you to look after your grandfather, not rile him up.”

Unbelievable! Once again she was gonna try to blame me for what Chester did.

I said, “But Momma, I didn’t do—”

She squeezed my shoulder, “Trevor, you’re the oldest, I need you to keep things in order here when I go to work.”

“But Momma!”

“But nothing. You know Papa’s homesick and a little confused some of the time. You have to do everything you can to make him comfortable being with us. Trevor, I need you to be mature here.”

“But that’s not fair! You know I’m not mature!”

“Then you’re going to have to pretend you are. Isn’t it your day to keep him company? Get in there and be nice to him. He’s led an interesting life; if you give him a chance he’s got lots of great stories he can share with you.”

“They might be interesting to you, but I got a life; to me they’re—”

The gentle hand on my shoulder turned into an eagle’s claw. “Get in there now!”

What could I do? I’m in the ninth grade. I need food and clothes and stuff and she’s the dictator in control of everything.

Papa Red was a mean old fart, but it was sort of easy to understand why. A little over a year ago him and his older sister and his younger brother had their own place in Gary, Indiana. Even though they were old as water, they did everything for theirselves.

They were cool until his baby brother, Herbert, who was eighty-eight years old, got forcibly retired off the railroad. They gave him a big party and a clock. The newspapers in Gary obviously don’t have much to write about; they took his picture and wrote a story about him. Papa Red kept the newspaper article folded in his wallet. Three weeks after he retired great uncle Herbert dropped dead in the kitchen.

A week after his funeral great-aunt LaWanda went down to Lake Michigan and sat on a park bench and froze herself to death.

The day after that we borrowed a car and drove to Gary and brought Papa Red back to live with us in Flint. Kicking and fighting the whole way. But Momma works in a nursing home and said there wasn’t any way in the world her father was going in one.

I knocked on the old man’s door. “Papa Red, can I come in for a minute?”

He thought I was Chester. He yelled, “What? You back for more? Sure, come on in.”

His chair was still next to the window and he had his right hand by his side. He probably had a spare switch.

I put my hands up in front of me. “Look, Papa Red, I didn’t say nothing smart-mouth to you. It was Chester.”

He showed his right hand. All he had in it was his house slipper. Cool. He couldn’t dish out too much pain with that.

I sat on the edge of his bed and tried to think of the best way to start a conversation with this crazy old man.

All I could think of was, “So, the Kenyans captured you, huh?”

“Yeah, I let that slip, didn’t I? Well, nice try, but you ain’t getting another word outta me about that. Now, let’s get serious. How much you gonna charge me to go out and cut me a switch that’s exactickly eight feet, three and a quarter inches long?”

“You’ll have to wait for Lulu to do that. I ain’t getting involved.”

“For the love of…. If your great granddaddy Iron John got reincarnated and saw how washed out and weak his genes had got over the years he’d wanna die all over again.”

I don’t have any idea at all why the man was so stuck on talking about reincarnation all the time. I told him, “I don’t care what you say, Papa Red. There’s no way your father was rougher on you and your brothers and sisters than Momma is on us.”

“What? You think you got it rough? Let me tell you about rough.”

Here we go, but this is what Momma wanted me to do to earn my room and board, so I acted like I was interested.

“It was back in thirty-five, two years before Momma died. I was ’bout your age, ten years old.”

“Papa Red, you know I’m thirteen.”

“Well, if that’s true I wouldn’t let no one know, ’cause you act like you’re ten. Interrupt me again and I’ll wear you out with this house shoe. Nineteen hundred and thirty-five. Gary, Indiana, where it really gets cold in the winter-time, not this little chill y’all here in Flint whine about.”

I wasn’t looking for a weather report so I told him, “You were saying Iron John was rough on you?”

He said, “If you keep your mouth shut and listen you wouldn’t have to ask what I was saying. Gary, Indiana, nineteen hundred and thirty-five, middle of the winter. At that time in the Depression there were only three black people in all of Chicago that owned a Packard automobile. Your great granddad Iron John was the only one in the entire state of Indiana who did.”

“What, was a Packard expensive, like a Benz?”

“Expensive? Your great granddad’s cost more than three Cadillacs. For thirty years he used to be chauffeur for Mr. Tom Foster, who ran one of the mills in Gary. When old man Foster died, ’stead of leaving Iron John some cash he willed him that Packard. It was in all the papers, too. I got the articles to prove it.

“Main problem with that Packard was it didn’t have no desire at all to start up once it got below zero outside. Iron John was ’bout the only one who could get it running. That’s why when I wasn’t but ten years old he started teaching me ’bout starting it in the cold. It just got to be one more chore I had to be ready to do morning, noon, or night.

“I know this here happened on a Friday night around six o’clock ’cause that was spaghetti night and another one of my chores was to fix the spaghetti with Ma. We already’d mixed the tomato paste and tomato sauce and onions and green peppers and garlic and I was cutting up the hot dogs and dropping them into the pot of the burbling-up sauce.

“Most folks think when you make spaghetti all you do is hack up some weenies and toss them any old which way into the pot. Sure, you’ll end up with something close to spaghetti if you do that but will it be any good? Will someone be so impressed that they’ll stop eating for a second, look up, and say, ‘My goodness, that boy sure can cook’? I don’t think so.

“Life’s all about learning tricks, and one of the tricks in making the kind of spaghetti that someone might say is righteous good is to cut the hot dogs at a forty-five-degree angle, not straight across. That lets more of the sauce soak up into the meat and gives it that little pop of flavor everyone likes so much when they bite into one. Most people don’t know that when Chinese folks invented spaghetti they used to peel the skin clean off the hot dog. Not that they had anything against the skin. They did it so they could get the most sauce soaked into each piece of hot dog.”

Papa Red looked at me and said, “I know you wants to be a writer, but if you had any sense you’d be taking notes.”

I tapped the side of my head. “I got a real good memory, Papa Red.”

He told me, “I like keeping my cooking as original as I can, so I tried peeling the skin off the hot dogs once, and I ain’t trying to talk no smack about the way Chinese folks cook, but it didn’t work for me. After I peeled the hot dogs I ended up with a pile of meat skins that looked pretty disgusting, and with that reddish brown color, my brother, Herbert, said it looked like me and Iron John, who was a redbone like me, had shed all the skin off our fingers and toes and set them in a nasty, flimsy pile. Besides, taking the skin off took that magic little pop away and everyone complained that they weren’t getting as much meat. But what’s life if you don’t try new things?”

Papa Red was getting off the subject again. I wanted to hear about that Packard and this was turning into the Rachael Ray show. “Papa Red, you were telling me about starting that old car.”

He didn’t miss a beat. “Ma had been at the sink washing dishes and I’d cut half the hot dogs up and was plopping the bits into the spaghetti sauce one at a time so’s not to splash no sauce on the stove. The back door come open and a wind so cold that you’da swore God was mad at the world cut through the heat of the kitchen. Next thing you know, a real angry god, this one the god of five forty-one Jackson Street, aka Iron John, come in from outside.

“He said, ‘What the heck is this? I thought I told you ’bout teaching that boy this woman mess. If he’s gonna be a man you can’t have him sitting in the kitchen cooking. If you too lazy to do it your own self get one of those worthless girls to help you.’

“He grabbed one of the whole hot dogs from the butcher’s paper next to me and said, ‘Get your coat on, boy.’ Then, just to meddle with Ma, he left the back door open as he went back out.

“In my mind I imagined myself taking the knife and sticking it into his hand so hard that he’d be pinned to the kitchen table. Then I’d calmly reach over, take the stolen hot dog out of his hand, and tell him, ‘Touch another one of my hot dogs when I’m cooking, and next time it’ll be your tongue I stab to the table.’

“Ma picked up the dishrag to wipe her hands, closed the door, and told me, ‘You best go on,’ and took the knife to finish cutting the hot dogs.

“I said, ‘You know you got to cut them sidewa—’

“She swatted at me with the dish towel and said, ‘Look, Chef Boyardee, I been doing this since before you was born. Now you best get out there and see what he wants before he gets mad.’

“When I got dressed for the cold and went outside the car wasn’t running and Iron John was sitting inside behind the steering wheel. The battery must be dead.

“I wondered why he wanted me to come with him and opened the big Packard’s back door, but before I could crawl in, Iron John said, ‘Naw, sit up front.’ I opened Momma’s door and slid into the car.

“He told me, ‘It’s ’bout time you learned some man-work. I ain’t ’bout to let no one turn my little men-boys into no little bouquet of flowers.’

“I said, ‘Yes, sir,’ and something in my stomach twisted a little when I wondered what ‘man-work’ was. I hoped it wasn’t gonna be something too terrible.

“He pointed the hot dog he stole like a finger. I had to smile at myself ’cause, just like Herbert had told me, it was right close to the same reddish color as his skin, which I guess means it was the same color as mine, too. He started the man-work lesson by wagging the hot dog and saying, ‘You know this here is the top of the line auto-mobile for the Packard Motor Car Company, right?’

“‘Yes, sir,’ I said.

“‘And how many colored folks in Chicago or the whole state of Indiana owns one of these Packard auto-mobiles?’

“I’d heard it a million times. I said, ‘Two doctors and one numbers man in Chicago and only you in Indiana.’

“‘That’s right. And it’s ’bout time you learned how to start a man’s car up in the winter. Ain’t no reason for me to be dragging my bad leg out in the cold to warm this car up when I got you and your worthless ma sitting ’round doing nothing.’

“This was a lie. He always made every last one of us come out into the car when he warmed it up. He told us a long time ago that starting the car on a cold day made him miserable. He also was always telling us he was a expert on white people and that one of the best sayings they’d ever come up with was ‘misery needs company,’ and when it came to being froze in the winter he couldn’t think of no one to be better company for his misery than Ma and his kids.”

Papa Red looked back out the window.

After a minute he said, “Iron John stopped using the hot dog as a pointer and broke it in half. For a second, I thought he was gonna give me one of the halves, but I should’ve known better. He started eating from the broke-off end of one of the pieces and kept the other one tight in his hand.

“Sure, I wondered why he started eating a hot dog from the middle like that, who wouldn’t, but there’s some things that you don’t wanna drag out by asking questions.

“I still didn’t say nothing when he ate everything on both hot dogs except the tips then set the two little round pieces of meat on the dashboard.”

Papa Red said, “Iron John pointed at the glove box. I opened it and looked back at him.

“‘Reach me that,’ he said.

“There was some papers, some tools, and a half-froze can of something. I dug all the tools out of the glove box and set them on the seat between us.

“‘That there can, too.’ He kept his hand out.

“It was one of them aerosol cans. It had Starting Fluid writ ’cross the top. I gave it to him. He lifted his jacket, sweater, and undershirt and put the icy can right on his chest.

“I know, but remember I wasn’t ’bout to keep this man-work lesson going one second more by asking questions.

“He said, ‘You see the suffering I go through for you brats?’

“I didn’t see nothing, but I knew the words he was looking for. ‘Yes, sir.’

“The car-starting lesson got real complicated but I was on top of it. He showed me how to open the hood and loosen the air cleaner off the carburetor and why he had to use his body heat to warm the starting fluid so it would unfreeze and spray and how much to pull the choke out and how long to wait if the car didn’t fire up after the first try. To finish off the lesson he explained to me when the proper time was to tromp on the gas and when to ease off the ignition.

“That had been a good day for the Packard and it fired up on the first try. Iron John slapped the dashboard and said, ‘You ain’t gonna be this good at it but you’ll learn.’

“He turned the car off, scooped the two hot dog ends into his hand, and got out. He had me put all the tools back in the glove box except for the starting fluid, which he put back under his sweater.”

Papa Red paused for a moment and looked over at me. “Don’t ask.”

He threw up his hands. “That was it! The ‘man-work’ was over! I felt so good when I walked back into the house. Things were going perfect. I’d gotten a ‘man-work’ lesson and there weren’t no tears, bleeding, or punching involved; it looked like Iron John didn’t want nothing else from me; and soon’s I walked in the house the smell of spaghetti hitched a ride on the heat and sank into my bones right along with the warmth. Perfect.

“Then Iron John told me, ‘Gather them kids up right now.’

“I knew things were going too perfect. I went upstairs, tapped and yelled at the girls’ door, ‘Iron John wants to see you all.’

“Tee-Tee called out, ‘Is supper ready?’

“‘Almost, but that’s not what he wants; he wants to talk to everybody.’

“Someone behind the door slammed something on a table and swore.

“I walked over to the boys’ room. Little John was in the bottom bunk bed and Herbert was reading a book to him from his bed above.

“‘He wants all of us together.’

“Herbert said, ‘All of us? What he find out?’

“‘I don’t know, maybe nothing. He was showing me how to start the Packard.’

“When we got into the hall the girls were waiting for us in front of their door. LaWanda said, ‘I don’t know which one of y’all did it, but I ain’t taking no heat for no one.’

“Herbert said, ‘Who asked you to?’

“Once we were in the kitchen Iron John made a show of unbuttoning his coat. I noticed he never pulled the can of starting fluid from under his sweater.

“He said, ‘I know how low y’all ungrateful little brats is. I know you be chewing me up in your ungrateful little mouths soon’s my back’s turned. But I’m here to tell you you ain’t got no idea how much I do for y’all, none at all!’

“He pulled out the can of starting fluid. ‘Who knows what this is?’

“LaWanda was the only one allowed to talk at these gatherings. She said, ‘Isn’t that the stuff you spray in the car to get it running?’

“‘That’s right. And you seen where I was keeping it?’

“‘Under your shirt.’

“‘And why was it under my shirt? Why would anyone do something that crazy?’

“The answer to that one was pretty simple but none of us was stupid enough to walk into that open door.

“LaWanda cut her eyes to the side and said, ‘So it would unfreeze and you could spray it in the engine.’

“‘And would a bad man do that for his kids? Would someone who’s as evil as y’all say I am put a freezing can on his chest so his kids could get in a warm car?’

“Like I said, LaWanda was the only one allowed to talk at these gatherings but we all were allowed to keep quiet. And we did.

“‘I axed y’all a question. Would a evil man do that for his kids?’

“‘No, sir.’

“‘So, I guess that proves my point; that proves how wrong y’all is. That proves y’all ain’t got no idea how much I sacrifice for you worthless little brats. I’d do anything for y’all, even if it meant hurting myself. Even if it meant I had to damage parts of my own body. Even if it meant doing this….’

“Iron John set the can on the kitchen table, reached his bare hand back under his shirt, and clenched his teeth and his eyes at the same time. He tugged hard at the right side of his chest, let out a little yip of pain then did the same exact thing on the left side of his chest. Keeping his eyes squinched shut, he took a couple of deep breaths like he was trying to get his strength back. Then he brought his balled-up, shaking hand from under his shirt. He opened his eyes and blinked real fast for a few seconds.

“‘Would a selfish, stingy man do this for his kids so’s they could ride in a warm Packard auto-mobile?’

“He put his still-clinched fist right in front of all of us before he said, ‘Would a bum risk this for some trifling, low-life babies?’

“He slowly unclinched his fist and no one even breathed for a good three seconds as we all stared into his palm. There sat two round, reddish brown, raggedy little circles of meat.

“Iron John said, ‘Now I’ma have to find me a doctor to sew these back on.’

“One part of my mind knew exactly what these little circle things were but another part of my head was spinning and thinking, ‘His nipples! This country fool ripped his nipples off his chest!’

“Iron John dropped them on the table, said, ‘One of y’all wrap them up in some wax paper so I can take ’em to the emergency room after I eat,’ then walked out of the kitchen.’

“I looked at the little kids and they’d all gone stiff with the same look of shock and horror. Even LaWanda had a minute of doubt. She walked up to the table, looked close, and said, ‘No way.’

“Herbert went over to the meat circles next. He picked them up and sniffed.

“Little John yelled, ‘No, Herbie! Don’t touch them things! Daddy’s said he’s gonna see a doctor and—’

“Before L.J. could finish Herbert popped the hot dog tips into his mouth. He chewed loud with his mouth wide open then said, ‘A little salty but not bad considering they come off such a stinking, nasty old goat.’

“That was too much for the kids. They grabbed each other and screamed out of the kitchen, looking like a four-legged ball of teeth and tears.

“LaWanda told Herbert, ‘What do they say? When it comes to being a idiot the apple never falls far from the tree. I don’t know which of y’all is the biggest fool.’

“Me and the older kids had figured it out. Sure it took a little longer for some of us to get it than others, but before we left the kitchen that Friday night we knew Iron John and Herbert hadn’t done anything more than pull a stunt with some hot dog tips. After a while it even seemed kind of funny.

“Tee-Tee and L.J. all saw it as something a whole lot more serious. And I guess you really can’t blame ’em neither.”

Papa Red stopped talking again. I thought the story was over. I could see tears in his eyes. But then he said, “I was probably a lot smarter than L.J. and Tee-Tee when I was their age, but it still might’ve give me a night or two of being scared if I really thought someone was pulling chunks off their body. And I know it would’ve shook me up even more if I saw my idiot brother, who one time ate a dead, maggoty sparrow on a dare without throwing up, had gone and swallowed someone’s nipples before the person could get ’em sewed back on by a doctor.”

Papa Red covered his face with his hand and sobbed.

I went to his chair and touched his arm.

He looked at me and said, “They couldn’t sleep for months without waking up screaming.

“That last night before he died me and Herbert and LaWanda had laughed about it.”

My grandfather cried into his hands again.

Man, why does this stuff always happen to me? I didn’t know what to say, so I said what everyone does and sounds so stupid saying, “It’s gonna be okay, Papa Red.”

He said, “It’s kind of funny, we all remembered that night with the hot dogs in different ways. LaWanda called it ‘The Night Iron John Lost the Ability Ever to Nurse Anything.’ Tee-Tee and L.J. always called it ‘That Night When Herbie Ate Daddy’s Nibbles.’ And Herbert always called it ‘The Spaghetti Night That I Got More Meat Than the Rest of You Fools.’”

He cried harder into his hands.

Great. Now I started getting teary. I told Papa Red, “Hold on, Gramps, I’ll get us some tissue.”

I took a couple of steps toward his door when it felt like a red hot bolt of lightning shot through my shoulder. I didn’t know what it was until I heard the “Pie-ow!” sound. I’m a whole lot smarter than Chester: I fought the pain and got out the door. I turned back and looked at Papa Red and his old, shorter switch.

He said, “Don’t bother with the tissue. I gotta perfectly good sleeve. What I want you to do is send in that smart-mouth one and don’t tell him nothing ’bout this. Me and that boy still got some business to take care of.”

He cracked the glowing, humming switch twice more.

I shook my head and walked down the hall. I sure hope this insanity stuff isn’t inherited, ’cause it’s obvious I come from a whole long line of nutcases.

“Chester? Where you at? Papa Red wants to see you.”








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/backad02.png
Jon Scieszka presents
THE GUYS READ LIBRARY
OF GREAT READING

GUYSIREAD GUYSIREAD

JON SCIESZKA

JON SCIESZKA

The complete collections.
What more could a guy ask for?

&

Also available from

WALDEN POND PRESS .
o arperColnsu & HarperAudio

WWW. harpercolhnsch ldrens com An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg







OEBPS/images/9780062111548.png





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
WALDEN POND PRESS

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/backad01.png
REAL GUYS KEEP READING

How many stories from the
Guys Read Library of Great Reading
have you read?

From GUYS READ: FUNNY BUSINESS

Guys Read: Artemis Begins by Eoin Colfer
Guys Read: Best of Friends by Mac Barnett
Guys Read: The Bloody Souvenir by Jack Gantos
Guys Read: A Fistful of Feathers by David Yoo
Guys Read: Kid Appeal by David Lubar
Guys Read: My Parents Give My Bedroom to a Biker by Paul Feig
Guys Read: Unaccompanied Minors by Jeff Kinney
Guys Read: “What? You Think You Got [t Rough?” by Christopher Paul Curtis
Guys Read: Will by Adam Rex
Guys Read: Your Question for Author Here by Kate DiCamillo and Jon Scieszka

From GUYS READ: THRILLER

Guys Read: Believing in Brooklyn by Matt de la Pena
Guys Read: Boys Will Be Boys by James Patterson
Guys Read: The Double Fagle Has Landed by Anthony Horowitz
Guys Read: Ghost Vision Glasses by Patrick Carman
Guys Read: Nate Macavoy, Monster Hunter by Bruce Hale
Guys Read: The Old, Dead Nuisance by M. T. Anderson
Guys Read: Pirate by Walter Dean Myers
Guys Read: Pudding by Jarrett J. Krosoczka
Guys Read: The Snake Mafia by Gennifer Choldenko
Guys Read: Thad, the Ghost, and Me by Margaret Peterson Haddix

&
WALDEN POND PRESS” ‘élso available frur.n
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers - Harp erAule

www.harpercollinschildrens.com An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/12.jpg





