


18    DESMOND THE MIGHTY 

Once upon a time, at the school where I used to teach, 
there was a young man named Desmond. He was handsome, 
charismatic, kind, and was well-built and all that. One day in 
chapel, Desmond went on stage and approached a long, thick 
rope tethered to a large object which was covered by a canvas. It 
was large and flat, about the size of  a ping-pong table, and very, 
very heavy. Desmond couldn’t see the what was under the cover 
or where the rope was tied; no one could. Only the old man 
knew what was under the cover. And the old man spoke to 
Desmond, “I’d like you to pull on the rope attached to that ob-
ject. Can you do that?”


“Yes,” Desmond replied, and Desmond just knew that 
he could. He was very strong, and he liked this idea. “No matter 
what happens, just keep pulling,” said the old man. “You can do 
it.” 

So Desmond started to pull. But not with all his might 
yet. He was testing the waters. “Why give 100% when 40% will 
do?” he supposed. So pull at 40% he did. 

Exactly nothing happened. But Desmond steeled his re-
solve. “Perhaps pulling at 70% of  my strength would move the 
object,” thought he. So he gripped the rope anew and began to 
pull with two-thirds of  his considerable strength. And nothing. 
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Zilch. Zero. Desmond the Mighty became frustrated. Over five 
hundred people were in the audience watching him fail. He was 
Mighty. He was not accustomed to this. 

The old man, sensing the mood starting to ebb, turned 
to the audience. “Maybe you all are not cheering loud enough,” 
said he. And so the audience of  Desmond’s classmates and un-
derclassmen started to holler, yell, hoot, cheer, raise the roof, 
hail, clap, and encourage Desmond the Mighty. And Desmond 
was boosted, so he pulled harder still. 

And still, nothing. 

Desmond started to slacken the rope, and it bowed 
downward before him like an upside down rainbow, his hands 
atingle with the burn of  jute against flesh.  

“Would you like some help?” the old man asked. 
Desmond’s forehead was glistening.  

“Yes.”  
The old man surveyed the audience, and found many 

raising their hands to volunteer their strength. But he called 
none of  them. Instead he turned back to Desmond the Mighty 
and produced from a box some thick leather gloves, which he 
happily handed to Desmond. Desmond deflated a bit, thinking 
the old man was going to send another person. But he donned 
the gloves with a grateful smile nonetheless. “Thank you,” said 
he, then resumed his pulling, but with considerably less enthusi-
asm. 

“You’re doing great,” said the old man.  
“Is that object bolted to the ground?” queried Desmond.  
“No. It is not. Are you tired?” 
“Yes.” 
“That’s okay. Keep pulling.” 
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So Desmond the Mighty pulled on. And still the object 
didn’t move. Not even an inch. It didn’t even wiggle. 

“Can I please have another person to help me?” asked 
Desmond, his shirt quite moist now. 

“Another person? Are you sure? You’re doing fine.” 
     “Please?” 
The old man turned back to the audience. More hands 

shot into the air. The old man selected Meredith the Seventh 
Grader, who was neither muscular nor large. In fact, she was 
quite tiny. 

This was not what Desmond was expecting, but he was 
grateful for the help all the same. So Desmond the Mighty and 
Meredith the Seventh Grader introduced themselves, never hav-
ing met—why would they?—and started to pull together. And 
pulled. And pulled. And pulled. Try as they might, the object 
never moved. 

    “Is this a trick?” said the girl. 
“No,” replied the old man. 
“Can we move it?” said she. 
“Sure, if  you pull hard enough,” said he. 
So they regrouped, huddled, and formed a new plan. 

They renewed their strength, counted to three, took a running 
start, and gave a mighty yank. And nothing. Not even the tiniest 
of  quivers. Frustration was starting to creep back in. Desmond 
crawled through the loop in the end of  the rope and got inside 
it, creeping on all fours with all his might while Meredith, now 
wearing the gloves, pulled with all her might, too 

They exhausted their efforts and themselves. So they 
stopped. 

“Keep pulling,” said the old man. 
“Why?” said Desmond, a little more apathy in his inflec-

tion than perhaps he’d intended. 
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“Because I asked you to,” said the old man, maddeningly 
calm. 

“Can we have more help?” asked Desmond, politely, if  
out of  breath. 

“Why? You’re doing fine,” replied the old man. 
“Please?” 
The old man turned back to the audience, and this time 

selected Maya the Ninth Grade Volleyball Player and Cody the 
Football Player, who galloped up on stage and grabbed the rope 
in between Desmond and the Meredith the Seventh Grader. All 
plans foregone, this was now about strength: theirs vs. the ob-
ject’s. They would not be defeated. They would not be turned 
away. They would conquer the object. It was a matter of  princi-
ple now. And they all pulled, and pulled, and pulled as hard as 
they could, until faces reddened and veins popped out of  necks. 

And the object moved. About two feet. 

A raucous cheer bellowed in the hall; yells and claps 
erupted for the four heroes, who finally succeeded in moving 
the object. On stage, they hi-fived each other and hugged, the 
dragon now slain. 

They all walked—no, strutted—off  stage and returned to 
their seats, except for Desmond the Mighty. He was drenched in 
sweat and barely able to stand at the end of  his journey. The old 
man summoned him. He came. 

“Desmond, I’m proud of  you.” 
“Thank you.” 
“What did you learn?” 
“We can’t do it alone. We have to work together to move 

heavy objects. We have to work together to succeed. Otherwise 
we fail.” 
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The crowd applauded once again. 
“Yes, that’s true. But Desmond,” said the old man, his 

voice growing very quiet now, intimate, even. 
“You never failed. You were a success before it ever 

moved.” 
Desmond the Mighty looked quizzically at the old man. 

The audience leaned in. 
“You did exactly what I asked, Desmond. You kept 

pulling. I never asked you to move the object, only to pull. Mov-
ing it was your plan and your idea, and if  I may say, it was far 
more difficult than my plan. My plan was for you to keep 
pulling, no matter what happened. I gave you the gloves because 
they helped you do the task I set before you, even though you 
were disappointed when I gave them to you. The extra people 
were helpful, but only for your goal, not mine. But you did well. 
You pulled until the very end. Well done.”  

Then the bell rang and everyone stood to leave chapel, 
and Desmond headed back to the land of  high school, which 
was a difficult land, requiring much pulling. 
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