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The following story is a work of fiction. Oberstville and 

its inhabitants are literary inventions on the part of the 

author. All resemblance to persons living or dead, or to 

places real or copyrighted, is purely coincidental. 
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We are all wired into a survival trip now. No more of the speed that 

fueled the 60ʹ′s... But their loss and failure is ours too. What Leary 

took down with him was the central illusion of a whole life-style that 

he helped create... a generation of permanent cripples, failed 

seekers, who never understood the essential old-mystic fallacy of the 

Acid Culture: the desperate assumption that somebody... or at least 

some force – is tending the light at the end of the tunnel. 

-HUNTER S. THOMPSON 
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CHAPTER 1: WALKABOUT 

JUNE 15, 1987 

GIVEN the circumstances, you would think he was thinking about 

sex, but he wasn’t. That’s because George Hershey had never been 

anything, really, besides a school principal. Before he’d been made 

principal, when he was a geometry teacher, he thought about becoming a 

principal. Becoming a principal is one of the very few things in the 

world that you can, eventually, have, just by wishing for it. The 

reason is, most people don’t. 

George was taking in the highway, and the sun, now, and the wind, 

as they all blew in and around his convertible, as they blew over and 

ruffled Sally’s sundress and her long hair, and he was thinking about 

jobs, about work, as deliberately as a man drinking a whole glass of 

water, very slowly, with a shot of whiskey sitting right there. It was 

amazing to feel how ready his body was for work. Real work, paid in 

cash, maybe at a bar. He’d told Sally that he was going to teach 

English when they got to Baja. It was plausible; he spoke Spanish, and 

people were always doing that, or their kids were, after college. It 

was a vision he and Sally could cherish together. He wanted her to 

feel comfortable. Meanwhile, he was picturing the last time he’d 

actually been to Baja. He’d been on a basically empty beach, arriving 
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in the beaten-up, dusty pickup he had at the time. This was 20 years 

earlier, in 1967. He’d been tan, muscular, and by himself, recovering 

from a huge fight with his girlfriend, which had happened in San 

Diego. A group of Mexican guys were loading marijuana into a wood-

paneled station wagon, and with them was a Californian, all tricked 

out in longhair and sunburns. George could hear his Spanish, 

distinctly: he spoke too slowly, and his consonants scraped and 

clattered. All of them ignored George. Remembering it now, George was 

straining, trying to will himself into the other man’s body. Not 

exporting pot, obviously, but something like that – would be perfect. 

The sun cut at George’s face. It was now a softer baby’s face 

that made his eyes look too small. He clenched it, trying to arrange 

all the lines and wrinkles handsomely. 

“I love it out here,” announced Sally. She did, too. The drying 

grass bled honey into the wind, a sweet and hot smell, and a little 

sad, too. Flowers like little flames, here and there, on both sides of 

them: Indian paintbrushes. The car felt good, the new leather sucking 

up the heat. You could wave your arm against it and be almost burned, 

and the sensation went right into your bones, making your blood feel 

cool. They’d done little things before this, had George and Sally. 

They’d eaten dinner together, once. It was take-out. She told her 
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parents she was staying late for a school project, and he bought 

everything in town. They ate it right in his office, which was just a 

trailer amidst trailers. He remembered her staring at a paperweight as 

she ate soup. She remembered the reckless feeling of ripping open all 

the little containers. They watched a movie, Walkabout. When it was 

over, in the dark, he kissed her neck. She told him that she was 

trembling, because of the film, with awe. So was he. They held each 

other for a little while, and he didn’t kiss her again, because he 

didn’t need to. 

To hell with that trailer, that fake office. To hell with the 

school. Mexico was cheap. After the movie night, George started to 

preen every morning. He looked better. His crown of curly hair was 

reasonable again, for the first time in years. His blood ran quicker, 

hotter. He told Sally they had to go. She refused. She wasn’t angry, 

but she couldn’t just leave her mom or abandon her friends. All George 

cared about was that she wasn’t angry. This was a good sign. She had 

no clue how much money he had, after all. As far as she was concerned, 

as a high school principal, he was probably rich. So he kept talking 

about it, wooing her. She told him stories about her brother. She told 

him about her mother’s paintings, and showed him the Polaroids, and 

she was right, they really sucked. He said that to her, “you’re right, 
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they suck,” because they were both stoned, and they laughed for an 

hour. Sally liked Principal Hershey. They were both trapped, and had 

that in common. The desire for him was mixed up, in her, with the 

larger thing, the broad forward force of desire. The entirety of 

wanting. 

George kept going on about Mexico. He tried to insinuate it into 

every conversation, which Sally noticed, and which annoyed her but 

also got to her. She realized that, for him, this was it. He was going 

to put everything into starting a new life with her. She knew his 

desire down to its silty depths and realized it was alright with her. 

Maybe his plan would work. He was a smart guy. He didn’t strike her as 

practical, necessarily, but teachers never did, and yet in her 

experience they always managed. Maybe there would be geraniums and 

white terraces at night. Alternatively, it might go to pieces. If that 

happened, and everything fell out from under them, and Mexico walked 

away from them and left them hating each other... well, he was going 

to take the rap for it, not her. If he was so ready, then, OK, let’s 

get free. Sally told him where to meet her, in three days, when school 

was out. Her mom was away all weekend. Sally was there, with a 

suitcase, just as promised, candle-bright in the mild darkness of 

summer. She was excited. He was excited. They slept together at his 
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house. It wasn’t really packed up, or anything. There was even a 

Siamese fighting fish, very much alive, drifting around and 

shadowboxing in a fairly clean and well-furnished tank.  

“What’s going to happen to this place?” she asked.  

“I don’t know,” George answered, without hesitation. 

 

*** 

 

Police cars are not immune to the nature of the roads over which they 

travel. The magic of the road is actually much stronger than the grim 

authority of the police, including the big twists and turns on rural 

mountains, turns that force your car to travel at a kind of reverie 

speed. If a car is ahead of you, it doesn’t matter if you have the 

greatest determination in the world. That car is going to stay ahead 

of you. All of which explains how Principal George Hershey and his 

kidnapped passenger, Sally Fitz, managed to get as far as they did – 

all the way to a gas station in Stockton, California, just a little 

east and south of San Francisco. 
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CHAPTER 2: BELTANE 

MAY 1, 1988 – ELEVEN MONTHS LATER 

AS it set, the sun rusted. Red and green blackberry vines crawled 

over red, splayed patches of poison oak. Vines covered what had been, 

once, a harbor -- chains and hoops of iron, misted over with 

corrosion, red as the rest. Rose and Johnny had brought the dogs, and 

the dogs nosed about happily, licking the salt from clumps of straw. 

They were beautiful: huge, snow-colored sled-dogs, part-wolf. They 

played and wrestled together, braced by the wind. Rose was glad for 

the chance to let them roam. She watched them flashing, tumbling, in 

and among the ropy knots of cypress trees. Johnny was in fine form, 

lazing there, his hands tucked in the pockets of a leather jacket. Jim 

Morrison pants, extra tight, flared at the bottom. Morrison face and 

hair, too, but golden blond. Johnny Goodall. He was just about hired. 

He would be, in all likelihood, after the school board convened. She’d 

have to start thinking of him as a principal. 

“No meetings?” she asked him.  

“No,” he said firmly.  

“They have them here,” she said. 

“No,” Johnny said again. “This is what I’m supposed to do. I’m 

not just supposed to stay clean. I have a higher calling.” 
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“Then I agree, this is the place for it,” Rose said. “It’s good 

to be arriving now. It’s Beltane. The Goddess is out tonight.” 

The same tides that chewed the sliding sides of the cliffs, and 

rotted the odd bits of iron and steel, turned wood gray, pickling it. 

Looking down, following the line of the cliff, you could see logs 

heaped in piles, or else flowing in and out with the current, knocking 

together like knucklebones. After a long time in the riverbed, buried 

in silt, every downed tree was eventually lifted, threshed, and spit 

up here. Johnny and Rose were sitting on a long bench, also driftwood, 

its surfaces worked over for years now, names carved over other names. 

Johnny looked at his partner. She had a mass of black hair, mostly 

brushed, full of static. In patches, it was bright white. The mystical 

effect of those white hairs remained no matter how much you looked. 

The rest of her features were nothing by comparison -- simple, warm, 

quick.     

A few hours later, Johnny and Rose were down on the beach itself. 

Johnny’s friends from San Francisco were there as well, to be with him 

for the ceremony. The stairs leading down were just cuts taken out of 

the cliff, held together with two-by-fours pounded into the dirt. Down 

on the beach, the little party spread blankets around a big semi-

circular firepit, its back to a sprout of blue-gray stone. A large 
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stick figure, Johnny’s effigy, lay there on its side. It was wearing a 

nice shirt and a pair of jeans. In the left pocket of the jeans was a 

gram of cocaine.  

Rose’s wolf-dogs hung around Johnny. He walked the length of the 

cliffs, searching for driftwood to burn. From above, it seemed like 

the whole beach was kindling. In fact, much of it was too big or too 

wet, so they went scavenging, pulling branches and stumps out of caves 

that opened out onto the beach, and reached deep underground.  

“You should keep an eye on those dogs,” said a voice out of 

nowhere. Eventually Johnny could make out the figure, a tall and heavy 

man, at the end of middle age. He had a baritone like Johnny’s, but 

rougher, with more whiskey in it. He had a wide, confident grin, and 

three chins, all of them covered in stubble. 

Johnny ignored the bit about the dogs. “Taking a walk?” 

“I come out here to think. I’m making a big decision tonight.” 

“It’s a good night for it.” 

“An effigy ceremony, huh? I saw your friends do this in the city, 

too, last year.” Like every other local, the man said “the city.” He 

meant San Francisco.  

“What were you doing at the time?” 

“Vomiting.” 
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“You there a lot?” 

“Constantly. That’s what I’m deciding about. I’ll miss this beach 

if I do go. I’m serious about the dogs.” 

“What’s the problem?” 

“I went exploring into one of these caves, where your pets are 

right now. Like two months ago, this happened. I thought I was 

completely alone. I’m looking inside, staring into this big mouth of 

darkness, and suddenly, holy fuck, there’s a gigantic fucking deer 

rushing me like a linebacker. I’m talking about a stag like you 

usually don’t see. Big set of antlers. Cornered and scared. I thought 

this thing was going to ram me in the guts. It bounded away instead, 

but if it’s there again tonight, your pets are in for a really nasty 

surprise.” 

Johnny went and fetched the dogs. They came, oblivious, still 

making sense of so much newness. “Deer don’t really do that,” he said 

to himself. “They don’t have lairs.” It occurred to him, after a 

moment, that maybe the whole story was phony. He turned around to 

confront the stranger, but the man was already a hundred feet away, 

heading for the stairs.  
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Johnny returned to the firepit. Everyone had been busy. There was 

more usable driftwood piled up, now, than they’d actually need. 

“That’s the poet you were talking to, the big local guy,” Rose said. 

“Well, I don’t think he’ll be local much longer. He’s leaving,” 

Johnny said, laughing.  

Johnny’s friend Sherri, an ex-girlfriend, came over and stood 

beside him. She said, “The fire’s all set. Are you? Are you really 

ready?” 

“I am,” he answered. A few minutes later, the fire was lit, and 

growing. It raged and bloomed. They fed the effigy to it, holding 

hands. Smoke blew around them, and the wood shivered up clouds of 

sparks as it burned. The moon was out, doing what it does -- pearling 

the water, and pearling the sky, while the night continued moving 

inside of both. 
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CHAPTER 3: BENZENE 

MAY 17, 1988 

“I’M sorry,” said Marshall the big local poet, speaking to his 

friend, “but what the fuck is this? Is this fucking literary 

criticism? How absolutely remarkable. I had no idea. You’re a 

journalist now! Congratulations!”  

As usual, Marshall was formally dressed, except for an Atlanta 

Braves baseball cap, warped with use and apropos of nothing. He was 

overheated, sheathed in layers of fat and wearing a nice evening 

jacket in the middle of the day. It was noonish, and sunlight crept in 

through the slats and through the screen door. The sun gave the dark 

café a vast feeling. It harmonized with the smells of coffee and 

baking things. Marshall was cradling two manuscripts in the crook of 

his arm, his hand balled in a fist around cigarettes and a flimsy 

yellow lighter. In his other hand was a copy of The New York Times, 

several weeks old, which he was waving around in a threatening way. 

His companion was overdressed, too, in a white shirt with the 

cuffs unbuttoned and rolled. “The reason, Marshall, that I’m going to 

let you smoke,” he said, “is because I understand, from what Melanie 

tells me, that at this point there’s nothing to be done. Is that 

right? There are really no options at this point?” 
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“There are no options,” Marshall confirmed, lighting the smoke. 

“It’s already advanced. I’m too sick to make myself any worse. And 

don’t change the fucking subject. You know, on the coast, it’s true, 

we can’t keep up. Culture frequently passes us by without a second 

thought. But we’re not exactly living on the moon, Tom. I read your 

manuscripts, and now I’ve read this, and I’m starting to see, you 

know, the problem that we have here.” He threw each heap of pages down 

on their table, where Tom was drinking a coffee, not his first. The 

manuscripts were unequal in size. On the cover of the really thick 

one, Marshall had written “1,” very large, in permanent marker. On the 

other, which was half as tall, he’d written “0.” 

Thomas looked and laughed. His teeth were wide, huge, white. At 

one time they’d been buckteeth; no more. His face was tight and 

angular. Thinking creased and stretched it.  

“Splendid,” he said. “In case I forget what you thought. You 

realize I’m going to publish them both, right?” 

 “That’s why I’m here, Tom,” Marshall said. “To change your 

mind if I can. Look, I used to love it out here. You know that. I 

bothered to actually live here for a while, and I only have the one 

house. For a long time, I thought it was a fundamentally good place. 

That was, I now realize, an illusion.” 
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 This statement was hard to get out, for Marshall. His 

sadness weighed it down. Thomas could hear him choking up, and was 

quiet for a moment, giving space. 

 “It’s not a good place, Marshall?” 

 “Not in the way you think it is, no. It’s quite possibly not 

good for any of us. It’s like – look, what are you doing in this 

second book? You’re, what, looking for the sixties, again? Or trying 

to ask what happened to them, or something?” 

 Thomas sipped at his coffee, which was cold. He made a face. 

Marshall looked at him steadily. It was so difficult to say anything 

to Marshall when the man had his whole life packed in the beaten-up 

Cadillac parked outside.  

 “Now who’s being a critic?” he asked. “I’m just doing the 

same thing as always, trying to make a map. I’ve told you before, the 

products of modern industry... they’re practically alive, within us, 

around us. A television probably lives more intensely than we do, at 

this point. So this is a map of some of those things, new and old, 

that I haven’t had a chance to get to. Computers, also. All kinds of 

new trips, new consciousness. What the country’s like out here. The 

post-hippie sprawl. That’s what I was praising about the Marquez book, 
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by the way. He doesn’t agree with me. He seems to really think people 

can live passionately. He’s sincere. You can feel it in the prose.” 

 “I don’t give a fuck if he’s sincere,” said Marshall. “He’s 

in South America. He probably is sincere, as a matter of fact. What I 

don’t understand is why you’re being sincere. Is that what we’re 

really aiming for?” Marshall looked at Thomas. He’s becoming a family 

man, he thought. Trying to win points with them, no doubt. Well, he 

doesn’t know what it’s like to live with your children. Try making 

saints of them then. 

 “I remember talking about the Vikings with you,” Marshall 

said. “Remember the bull? Karlsefni’s bull, I mean. Charges out of the 

woods and scares the shit out of the natives, and after that, it’s 

war. Two weeks ago, I told a version of that story to a bunch of new 

would-be natives, on the verge of moving in – and already starting to 

hold ceremonies, of course. Putting a little of the fear into ‘em. 

That’s what art can do. Honestly, that’s what it should do.”  

 “OK,” said Thomas. “And you don’t think I’m doing that.” 

 “Nope,” said Marshall. “Take this chick in the story, 

Prairie. Come on, man. Look, I hate to say this, because I don’t know 

who you’re basing her on, but you’d just be ashamed to put her in the 

other book. She’s Hawthorne -- she’s Pearl. Your gone-native fantasy, 
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to cap off your big pioneer fantasy. A fantasy about forgetting 

history. The fantasy works, the wheel turns. You live out your little 

phony quest for new frontiers. But you know as well as I do, there’s 

repression everywhere you look. You say as much.”   

 They paused. The waitress, who was named Sky, brought Thomas 

more coffee, and at Marshall’s request, she brought a savory croissant 

as well. Spinach-feta. The microwave in the corner caused the feta to 

go nuclear. Marshall ate it fast. It burned his mouth, and he didn’t 

care. He felt awful regardless. It was a relief to have the food at 

the bottom of his stomach. It was good to get the woodsy taste of the 

tobacco out. 

 “Are you a writer?” Sky asked Thomas, eyeing the bricks of 

prose on the table.  

 “Not really,” he said. Then he turned to Marshall. “You 

know, Marshall, I know you’re going to be with Rufus. Finally. You’re 

finally doing it. I talked to him. He’s so excited he can barely 

string a sentence together.”  

 “That’s true,” Marshall said, shyly almost, as if it was a 

question.  

 “So what happens to you? What becomes of your history?” 
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 Marshall felt his insides clench. He hated how Thomas 

disregarded social convention. You couldn’t tell when he’d do it, 

either. The rest of the time, the man was so utterly polite – stuffy, 

almost. He, Marshall, was sick, and deserved to be spared this. 

 “That’s not up to me, not really. Even if I stayed away from 

him... There’s not a lot of my history remaining. At this point, I’m 

going to die, and that’s going to swallow all of it.”  

 “And yet, if things were different...” 

 “Yes, alright. I get your point, but you’re not in a 

position to see that my diagnosis is making this decision. It’s the 

only thing I can do. It’s the only possible way of doing something 

about this. Regardless, I didn’t live my life this way, when I could 

still think in terms of years and decades.” 

  “Your life isn’t over,” said Thomas. “I don’t know exactly 

how much longer you have. Neither do you. We’ve both known other 

people with cancer, Marshall – whatever the doctors have told you is 

irrelevant. Nobody knows. It’s all guesswork. So really, what you’re 

doing today is making a choice that you could have made yesterday, or 

a month ago, or ten years ago when you met Rufus. The choice, 

Marshall, was always there. The only difference now is that you’re 

willing to make it.”  
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 Thomas produced, from beneath a manila folder filled with 

papers, a very large oatmeal-raisin cookie in its wrapper. The café 

was famous for them, and he tore open the package, eating with relish, 

and only speaking again afterward. 

 “Life is strange and uncertain,” Marshall said. “Jesus. I 

haven’t given up hope, if that’s what you’re worried about. Neither 

have you, apparently, but it’s a different story with literature. This 

kind of stuff doesn’t age well. Even your best books will become 

outdated – but this, this is outdated now, already, and it hasn’t even 

come out yet.” 

 “Sure,” Thomas said. “Because I’m getting old, we’re getting 

old. But there’s no theory that I can just stop. I’d feel like a 

shirker. We’re a guilty generation. Do you realize how incredibly 

guilty, at bottom, we are? Lately I read all these articles about how 

Altamont was ‘the end of the sixties,’ or how Uncle John’s Band 

declared that our generation’s excesses could not last forever. It’s 

insane self-repression. We didn’t do anything awful. People smoked 

joints and went to protests and started communes. Very well. Why 

shouldn’t they? But I understand. I’m the same way. Perhaps my dream 

is to never have existed at all. The more I write, the more I get 
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that. Didn’t you wonder why I wrote ‘Thomas Pynchon is working on a 

new novel,’ when I’m working on two novels?” 

 Marshall laughed. “Not really. Only one of them is good. 

Plus, you had to reassure the MacArthur people you hadn’t become a 

Thanatoid. That us hearing nothing from you, whatsoever, for fifteen 

years, was just a minor and regrettable accident.” 

 Thomas laughed too, and they basked in it, because they 

would perhaps not see each other again.  

 “See, Marshall, what I’m starting to think is that there is 

only one novel here, split two ways. You know I went back through all 

the old colonial records, right? All the family stuff we had. 

Everything I could find. I walked the old Mason-Dixon line. It was 

very unsettling. Everywhere I went, I was trying to get hold of all 

these facts about the principals. But of course I constantly ran into 

complete bullshit, of the most delightful sort – primary documents of 

people saying things that were obviously not true. Today these 

documents are virtually priceless, because the lies are hundreds of 

years old, and there aren’t very many copies of each particular lie. 

Some of the lies are in terrible condition, and have to be preserved 

very carefully.” 
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 “I have a lot in common with these documents,” Marshall put 

in. “Both physically and philosophically.” 

 Thomas smiled, the big golden-boy smile. “That’s so. Anyway, 

I was angry. I was pissed off that it was so much work to figure out, 

truthfully, who oppressed whom, when, during which foundational moment 

in the delineation of our nation. I also started to bug myself out. 

First of all, the style was of course always the same. There was no 

difference at all between the lies and the truths, in terms of the 

telling.  

“Then there was my needing all these facts, simply for the 

purpose of creating my own book in which I fully intended to get many 

of them wrong. The work started to out me, you know. People started to 

notice that Thomas Pynchon was walking the Mason-Dixon line, doing 

research. They loved it. A sign of life. ‘The old boy hasn’t 

completely vanished on us.’ Meanwhile, I felt like I was trying for 

the impossible. I was trying to get to some place that can’t be 

reached.”  

 Thomas picked up the smaller book. “Then I’d come back here, 

and the feeling was so different. I’d arrive sick of everything I was 

doing, and then gradually, living here, I’d become well again. I 

started looking for something else, something happening now, or 
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perhaps for something that could happen. Prairie’s quest, my quest, 

aren’t historical at all. They just start out that way. That’s the 

point. In order to write this book, I gave up on history.” 

 Marshall looked intently at his friend. “All these people 

trying to swim against the current, then and now. A record of people 

trying to break with history.” 

 “Yeah,” Thomas said. “Like you. Your past has been leading 

you to right now, sitting here, exactly halfway between two lives. But 

not two – really, only one, because what you’re doing now has been 

your other possibility for so long. You’ve lived in its shadow.” 

 Marshall started, coming to awareness with a jolt. At first, 

he was speechless; instead, his face and arms flopped about. “Are you 

telling me that you wrote this – this sentimental, schoolboy, piece of 

unbelievable crap – after talking to Rufus? That, in your mind, ‘The 

Heart’s Eternal Vow’ somehow is referring to me? Praising not only 

Marquez, but me?” 

 “Yes,” Thomas said. “I’ve always respected that about you. 

You could do more than me, when it came to these things. I admire you 

for keeping your vow.” 

 Marshall stood up from the table, leaning on it with both 

knuckles. His face was a blooming, straining, bloody rose.  
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 “I’m not a vow keeper. My whole life,” he said, in a growl, 

very low, “I have wanted something else, something more. On the most 

basic, most banal level, there are little ways to please that feeling. 

Smoking, for example. It makes me feel savage, and aware of 

everything, and calm, all at the same time. I don’t know how many 

poems I would have written without cigarettes. Very few, probably, 

since all my best poems are about those exact sensations. Which 

reminds me – I have something for you.” 

 From his jacket pocket, Marshall produced a flattened, empty 

cigarette pack. It was a souvenir from Amsterdam. He flipped it onto 

its back, so Thomas could see the following warning: Tabaksrook bevat 

benzeen, nitrosaminen, formaldehyde en waterstofcyanide. He pushed it 

across the table. 

 “We are a guilty generation,” he continued. “Think about it. 

The moment when, supposedly, everyone realizes the Sixties are over is 

when the first wave of our kids went off to school. The early 

Seventies – that’s when all those Generation X kids born in ’68, ’69, 

entered kindergarten. 

 “People talk about our selfish excesses, or they blame us 

for turning straight. Screw that. We found ourselves with kids. We 

took care of them – got jobs for their sake, bought houses for them to 
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live in. We’re guilty because the whole time this was happening, we 

knew they were entering a world pretty similar to the one we hated. 

 Thomas agreed with this, but he was worried about what might 

come next. For the moment, he nodded.  

 “I can do something for Rufus between now and whenever it is 

that I die. I can’t do much more for my son... and my wife hates me. 

Don’t patronize me with this crap about my lingering ‘premortal’ faith 

in love. In your book, there’s that camouflaged car, remember? It 

adjusts itself so all anybody sees is the empty road. That’s you – 

your dream, I mean. To go about incognito, in camouflage, so that your 

readers see an open road, and travel down it. Like Kerouac. Like 

Morrison. 

 “I hate the roads. These highways of ours. We didn’t build 

them. Our parents did. We just went back and forth across them, 

dreaming. My son plays this new computer game, SimEarth, where the 

whole point is to blast off into space, so that the Earth can be a 

‘nature preserve.’ As though we haven’t irrevocably fucked the natural 

order beyond all recognition.  

 “The thirst that we all feel, that I’ve spent my life 

writing about – we thought it was about attuning yourself to 

something. Then you could just, you know, be perfectly transparent. 
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Aligned with the ancient way of things. It’s the wrong path. Do me a 

favor, Tom. This MacArthur money – I know it’s coming, Melanie told me 

all about it, how they’re bending the rules for you. You certainly 

don’t need it. Do something useful with it.” 

 Thomas could feel his own face heating up now. This was it 

always went with Marshall, he suddenly remembered. No good deed went 

unpunished. He watched Marshall lean back and light another cigarette, 

in a nimbus of smoke. 

 “Charity, Marshall? Charity is your solution.” 

 “Sure. That’s an OK word for it. Charity. Giving back. The 

reason you feel safe here, and outside of time, is that nobody here 

knows who the fuck you are. They ought to be recompensed for that.” 

 “Well, that’s not remotely true,” said Thomas. “Here is 

exactly where they know me. Literally. Some kid got his dad, who works 

at the DMV, to look up my driver’s license. But let’s leave that aside 

for a moment. Do you know why I’ve always wanted to go around 

incognito? So I wouldn’t develop delusions about my own importance. 

That’s what’s wrong with you. You’re a poet, but you’re right, you 

always wanted to be more. You wanted to be a prophet.” 

 With this, Thomas reached for his book, flipping around, 

until he found what he was looking for. He glanced up with humorous 
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irony. “I’m a writer, Marshall. You don’t have to bend over backwards 

trying to figure out what I’m thinking.”  

 Then he read aloud: “The injustices she had seen in the 

streets and fields, so many, too many times gone unanswered — she 

began to see them more directly, not as world history or anything too 

theoretical, but as humans, usually male, living here on the planet, 

often well within reach, committing these crimes, major and petty, one 

by one against other living humans.” 

 Thomas closed the book again, and placed it carefully down 

on the table, so it rested neatly beside its sibling. “It’s safer to 

live and to fight on that scale. For you, for them, for everyone. To 

do that, you have to be humble. You accept being no-one. Otherwise 

we’d have ended up as a bunch of maniacs. More of us, I mean.” 

“What world are you living in, Tom?” demanded Marshall. He 

pointed with the bottom half of his big, bearish face. There, as 

Thomas could see when he turned, was the screen door to the café. 

Beyond it were a couple of rusted, ancient gas pumps. Nailed to the 

grey wooden frame of the door, as required by law, was another 

warning: “Some substances found at or around this facility, such as 

benzene, are known to the State of California to cause cancer and 

birth defects or other reproductive harm.” 
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 “Nothing is safe,” Marshall said. 
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CHAPTER 4: GOOD PEOPLE 

JUNE 17, 1988 

 THEY drove Mr. Hershey out of town, and I don’t know what 

happened to him, and neither does anybody. The newspapers looted his 

child-like face, turning it gray. The police car that carried Sally 

home was as vital as a fuse; when she arrived, the town exploded. 

Faced with her parents, grounded for months, Sally confessed and 

repented. Sally slept in the cage of her room, night after night after 

night. 

 The school district, and the parents, and the community-at-

large, were all terrified of Sally. She paced back and forth, her 

headphones bleeding electric guitar, while they all tried to imagine a 

girl who could do something like that. Johnny Goodall arrived in his 

rock n’ roll leather jacket and laid them flat. 

 Goodall, an English name that inspires respect, was a recent 

introduction into the rich Dutch blood of Johnny’s ancestors. He was 

six and a half feet tall.  His hair, which grew long in the hippie 

style, loose like a mane, was a tumble of ringlets. His voice was a 

baritone syrup. His history was unusual. He dropped out of high school 

in 1967, at sixteen. He is humbly to the point about that: “Let there 

be no question of my relating to these students. That decision has 
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haunted me all my life. When I talk to these students, I will begin by 

telling them why I left school. I will be truthful with them.” Men in 

shirts and ties were humbled. They understood. He had suffered; so had 

they. 

 “Certain kinds of mistakes,” he told them, “are the special 

privilege of youth.” His voice was full of sad brass. “For three years 

I was addicted to cocaine, brothers and sisters. I was addicted to 

heroin. I would listen to jazz records, nodding off, always an inch 

away from that big overdose. No ambulances, no phone calls, no more 

waking up with a shower curtain covering you like a blanket. I’m 

talking about the one bad trip that finally kills you.” 

 It is impossible to afford one drug addiction, Johnny 

pointed out – just try paying for two, and buying jazz records too, on 

top of that, because it’s better to do the drugs when you’re feeling 

cool. In their eyes, the drugs made him legless, deaf, the owner of a 

burned-down house, a Boy Scout in a wheelchair. Johnny Goodall: the 

perfect object of sympathy. The hearts of the crowd broke for him.  

 His speech is a matter of public record: “Dear Ladies and 

Gentlemen, I am applying for the position of Principal at the 

Oberstville Continuation School. But if you offered me that job, I 

wouldn’t take it. First of all, these young men and women to whom I…or 
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someone more qualified – there are more qualified persons than myself, 

but indulge me -- have been ruled over by principals their whole 

lives. Principals make them suffer detentions. Principals make them 

suffer humiliations in front of their peers. Principals hold 

conferences with their parents, and principals do every other thing 

possible to make teens confuse becoming educated with being in jail. 

Secondly, the name of the school is awkward. If somebody asks them 

where they go to school, and they answer truthfully, they immediately 

sound like failures. Please, grant me that the position I am applying 

for is Head Teacher of the Oberstville Community School.” Presumably, 

the crowd murmured, but its reactions were not recorded anywhere. 

 “Head Teacher, as you are aware from the latest periodicals, 

is becoming an increasingly popular term for he or she who leads the 

school. We have grown very wise in a short time. We now see that a 

thwarted man behind a desk cannot be a leader. By calling our school 

the Community School, we become hopeful. These children are not 

physicists, or professors – at least, not yet. But they are all 

forced, once they leave the protected sphere of required education, to 

find their places in this or another community. They will be 

gardeners, mechanics, acrobats, or entrepreneurs. They will take it 

upon themselves to learn arts that you and I do not understand, but 
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our welfare will one day depend on their charity. Make no mistake: we 

will depend on them. This formative time in their lives deserves a 

name that brings their futures into view, not one that brands our sons 

and our daughters by making them out to be losers. I am better than my 

mistakes, and so are they. Let’s prove it to them; with your help, 

ladies and gentlemen, I aim to revive their inner selves, and I intend 

to restore their pride.”  

 The room boiled with confusion. Who is this man, they asked 

themselves. Does the school need a new name? They began peppering him 

with questions, completely uncertain about what kind of school they 

intended to build, or re-open, and whether in some way the failure of 

the school, even the lustful crime of the principal, somehow began 

with them, and their insensitivity. Must he call it that? They 

wondered. If he – Johnny Goodall, who clearly had something in mind – 

was calling them insensitive or indifferent, then perhaps they could 

somehow convince him of the truth. It wasn’t like he thought and 

claimed. Certainly not. He had misunderstood. They were good people. 

 Mr. Cadenza rose to speak with Johnny Goodall. His gray suit 

hung off his narrowing frame badly, and he wore a lustrous yellow tie. 

He was a rich man. He made his fortune in gravel pits, his name 
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stamped cheerfully on sacks, crates, and trucks full of chewed-up 

rock.  

 “Mr. Goodall, what is your theory of education?” he said.  

 Johnny rose up to his full height and folded his hands 

solemnly, and then said: “My theory is that for hundreds of years we 

have believed that children are taught from the outside in. We have 

thought that by filling them with enough facts, facts that are the 

same in every classroom and that do not change too much from one 

generation to the next, they will become knowledgeable and therefore 

responsible persons. This has been a form of social madness. In his 

heart a man who knows nothing about himself, only facts, will always 

be ignorant. The generation that came of age in the 1960s began to 

break free of these chains, because it saw itself as a generation 

apart. But still, in the classroom, at least until you got to college, 

it was business as usual.”  

 Mr. Cadenza had never been to college. Johnny knew it. 

Johnny continued, thundering his words.  

 “I propose an entirely new system,” he said, “a system that 

creates the individual as a spiritual being, that constitutes the 

child as a soul. Then let us see what facts he actually cares about. 

Let us see how a free child educates himself – or herself.”  
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 Mr. Cadenza was, as he said later, a little overwhelmed. His 

dignified stance, afflicted by Johnny’s words as if by voodoo, ceased 

to operate. He sat down. 

 Flora Jenkins stood up. She was a very old woman who had 

been publishing her own poems for five years – and she’d been writing 

poems, as well as other things, for decades, literally.  

  “What books do you base all this theory on?” Flora asked. 

She had a personal grudge against theories. It was all too easy, Flora 

said, to come up with a theory about something.  

  “Carlos Castaneda and Carl Jung,” Johnny said instantly.  

 “Isn’t Castaneda a drug-user?”  

 “Wasn’t Dostoevsky a criminal? Wasn’t he also a gambler?”  

 Was Dostoevsky a criminal? Was he a gambler? The questions 

landed on Flora like anvils. 

 “Mr. Goodall, can you tell us how long you intend to serve 

as Principal – forgive me for using our old-fashioned term – of this 

school?” This from a reasonable, youngish man, one Lance Bentley, who 

had a sensible, hearty beard, and corduroy jeans, and a Volvo, and 

smoked pot, now and then, and sold it occasionally too.   

 “I am at the pleasure of the committee. Nothing would please 

me more than retiring here.”  
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 “At what age do you intend to retire?”  

 “At about forty-nine years and eleven months.” Laughter. Mr. 

Hershey had been fifty.  

 “Mr. Goodall, tell us, what is your worst quality?”  

 “My limitless ambition.”  

 “Well then, is this small town, a retreat for artists and 

freethinkers and tourists, and for businesspeople, and lovers of 

nature, a proper home for an ambitious man?” This was a question from 

Flora, who wasn’t afraid of standing up twice, and who had quietly 

reached the conclusion that Fyodor Dostoevsky didn’t have anything to 

do with anything. 

 “My ambition is only for the school.”  

 “What would you do if a student approached you in an amorous 

fashion?”  

 “I would take them home to meet Rose, a woman with whom I 

have lived for two years.” Smiles all around. Some people took their 

cues from Mr. Cadenza, and he was smiling, his eyes glittering with 

anger towards Flora. 

 “Johnny Goodall, could you re-state for us what your prior 

employment has been?”  

 “I am a substitute teacher in the Oakland school district.”  
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 “How would you say that experience has prepared you for such 

a job as this?”  

 “By making me grateful for the opportunity to change jobs.”  

 “Be serious, Mr. Goodall,” said Mr. Cadenza. Johnny was 

being grilled by Keith Zalman, who owned a lot of storefronts, and 

Cadenza didn’t want Johnny getting cocky, and going off the rails. He 

liked Johnny, he’d decided. The man was an idealist, and George 

Cadenza liked idealists, because he wasn’t one.  

 “By teaching me not to give up on students, no matter how 

desperate their situation appears. By making me fall in love with 

California,” Johnny said to Zalman, his voice now lower, more sincere. 

 “Mr. Goodall, what would your vision be for this school?”  

 “Mr. Zalman – is that right? Okay – Mr. Zalman, I think the 

students we have now are not the only young persons who need an 

alternative. The Oberstville Community School can be a school of 

intellectuals, a school of poets, a school for rebellion and new 

knowledge. Young people can be, ought to be, leaders in this town.” 

  The people who cast votes in small towns, no matter where 

you go, are always the most conservative people you could ever hope to 

meet. Cadenza, Zalman, Bentley. A woman named Roxanne L’Heureux, who 

chaired the meeting, and didn’t say anything, judging it not 
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necessary. They were all comrades. They loved Oberstville, and they 

hated a scandal more than anything else in the world. They knew 

exactly what they were buying in the person of Principal Johnny. He 

was a little, interesting, harmless scandal. He’d wash those memories 

of Sally and Hershey out to sea. Goodall was perfect. In fact, the 

only person who voted against him was Flora. A week after he was 

hired, Sally emerged from her room. Nobody seemed to notice at all.  

 


