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Today, fifteen years after writing a young-adult novel entitled Four Miles to Pinecone, Jon Hassler sees his adult novels regularly reviewed in places like The New York Times with words such as “[He] is a writer good enough to restore your faith in fiction. … It makes you want to keep on reading just to remain in the company of such a wise man.” Hassler has come a long way from the days of Pinecone, the book he says he “learned on.”

Ever since he listened to his parents reading aloud from A. A. Milne’s When We Were Very Young, and later, as a teenager, read the John R. Tunis sports books, Hassler knew he would be a writer someday. It just took him thirty-seven years to get around to sitting down to the task—which means he has more than a passing acquaintance with Tommy, the central character in this selection from Four Miles to Pinecone. Hassler was busy teaching high school English and raising a family before he began his writing. Two straight years of rejection slips followed, then five more years during which he wrote and rewrote Pinecone five times. When he couldn’t get it published, he wrote an adult novel (Staggerford), which was accepted for publication, and that positive response convinced another publisher to take a chance on Pinecone.

Drawing upon a lifetime of small Minnesota towns and his experiences as both a teacher and parent of adolescents as well as working in his father’s grocery store, Hassler set the book in a small town with a high school sophomore as its central character. 

The opening scene has always been one of my favorites in young-adult literature. It reflects an age-old condition within the classroom and faculty. Every classroom has a Tommy in it, a student capable of accomplishing much but doing too little. And on every faculty there resides a Mr. Singleton, a crusty teacher who resists the tide of the times and refuses to reward mediocrity. At one time or another, most of us have known these two characters. We may have even been one of them. 

When Hassler was asked if he had once been a Tommy, he replied, “No, as a student I always did my assignments. But quite frankly, I never liked school very much.” How, then, did he arrive at a teaching career, both in high school and now as a writing teacher at St. John’s University in Minnesota? “I like school a lot more now,” he explained with a chuckle, “from the other side of the desk. As a student I don’t think I ever had a real conversation with a teacher. I tried to change that when I became a teacher. First, I like my students. And second, I talk with them. It makes a difference.”

The conversation between Tommy and Mr. Singleton will also make a difference—one that will help put a traumatic summer into perspective. 

                                                                                  ****

Summer is over. 

I hope I never have to live through another one like it. First, I flunked English. Then there was the break-in at the grocery store that put Mr. Kerr in the hospital and me out of work.  And finally, a three-hundred-pound goon tried to run me over with a truck. 

I’m not the scholarly type, so you may be wondering why I’m sitting here in the public library with a ballpoint pen and a notebook. 

It all started back in June, on the last day of school. Mouse Brown and I stood by our lockers comparing report cards. I had an F in sophomore English and so did Mouse. I knew my parents would have a fit, and I asked Mouse to go with me to see Mr. Singleton. I thought we might talk him into changing our grades. 

But Mouse said no. He said flunking English didn’t make any difference to him. He said he was thinking about quitting school now that he had turned sixteen. He said he’d had a fantastic job offer, and if he liked the work his school days would be over for good. I tried to picture Mouse working, but I couldn’t do it. He’s like his dad. I’ve never known him to shovel snow or mow a lawn or set out the garbage. His mother does it all. 

So I went alone to see Mr. Singleton. I found him sitting in his classroom, cleaning his glasses with his tie, and squinting at thirty empty desks. Without his glasses he looked ten years older, and very tired. The sound of city traffic drifted up through the open windows. The room was hot. 

“Thomas,” he said, “I know why you’re here. You are less than satisfied with your grade.” 

“I’m in a state of shock,” I said.

“All is not lost, Thomas. Pull up a desk and be seated. We shall talk. Nothing is hopeless.”

“That’s what I came to hear,” I said. I sat down. 

“Hope is a thing with feathers that perches in the soul.” Mr. Singleton is forever quoting dead poets. He put on his glasses and gave me the same repulsive smile he always gives students who talk out of turn or carve on desks. It’s the only smile he’s got, and he shows a lot of crooked gray teeth. He’s the only teacher I know who can discipline a student simply by smiling at him. You’d rather behave yourself than look at those teeth a second time. 

“Mr. Singleton,” I said, “I deserve better than an F in English. I did great on all your tests. I know everything you teach, and here you flunk me. How can you get away with that?”

I was coming on strong. His smile faded. 

“Please do not question my judgment,” he said. “Now it’s true that you know a great deal about what I teach, but you have one great weakness—one vast flaw—in an otherwise adequate mentality.”

“What’s that?”

“You lack perseverance, my good young man.”

“What’s that?”

“Perseverance is another word for handing in assignments. Would you care to estimate the number of written assignments you failed to hand in during the year?”

“I know I skipped a few. Ten or twelve.”

“Guess again.”

“Maybe more. Maybe twenty. But I had a job, Mr. Singleton. I couldn’t always find time to do the assignments.”

“Guess again.”

“Twenty-five?”

He opened his grade book and said, “Look at this,” and pushed it across his desk. “Forty-seven,” he said. “Forty-seven?” I said. I pretended to be surprised but I knew he was right. I had decided early in the year that I wouldn’t trouble myself with English assignments, because English always came pretty easy for me, and I figured I could get by with at least a C by simply showing up for class and taking the tests. English assignments, if you take them seriously, can really cut into your free time. 

He insisted I look at his grade book. With a dirty fingernail, he was pointing to my name. Sure enough, except for the A’s and B’s I got on tests, every little square after my name was blank. Forty-seven of them. 

“Those A’s and B’s don’t average out to F,” I said. I wasn’t about to give up. 

“Those forty-seven empty squares stand for forty-seven F’s. A very low average, indeed. Perhaps the lowest average in the history of Donnelly High School. Perhaps the lowest in the city of St. Paul. For all I know, it may be the lowest of any sophomore in the western hemisphere.”

He was getting nasty now, so I decided to quit reasoning and play on his sympathy—even tell a lie or two if I had to. I told him my father would come after me with a leather strap. I told him I might lose my job at the grocery store. My mother might die of grief. I told him I might have to drop out of high school because I couldn’t afford the extra time it would take to make up his course. 

When I got to the part about my mother, he realized I was spreading it pretty thick. That’s when he gave me a big horrible smile. 

“Thomas,” he said, “I have a plan. That F can be changed to the B you’re capable of earning—if you will write one long story in a mature style and free of mechanical errors. I will give you the whole summer to finish it. If you bring it to me on the first day of school next fall I will change your grade.”

“But in the summer I work full time in the grocery store. I’m not sure I’d have the time to work on English.”

“If you wish to pass the course you will find the time. It will be up to you. It is your one chance.”

“Well, maybe I can work it out. Just tell a story in writing—is that it?”

“Yes. A story of some length.”

“What length?”

“Forty-seven pages,” he said. And smiled. 

                                                                                          ****

Tommy does write the paper. In fact, Four Miles to Pinecone is that paper. In it, he describes the events of his summer vacation. His grocery store job turns out to be short lived when his elderly boss is beaten and hospitalized after a robbery attempt. Even worse for Tommy, however, are the haunting thoughts that follow the robbery: (1) He witnessed the event and wonders if he might have done more to save the old man from harm, and (2) he recognized one of the robbers as his friend Mouse, yet cannot bring himself to report the crime to the police. 

