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Oh, he was a lousy fifth-grade teacher, certainly worse 

than any of his own teiachers had been with the possible 

exception of Mrs. Davis, she of the pear bottom and mus-

tache, and he having volunteered himself to teach only 

because he had no skills and no direction after college 

aside from the fanciful notion of going home to Seattle 

and somehow working for a newspaper, which was never 

anything but an idea, and because his girlfriend Antonia 

was signing up, and because he sometimes enjoyed her 

company and she enjoyed his, and he had no better 

opportunities. Then by the middle of his second year 

he and Antonia were barely tolerating one another and 

living with their blond housemate Chrissy Cox in the 

town of Fort Destry, Texas, all of them working at José 
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Cultivar Elementary School three miles down the split-lane highway 
along the Destry River, which was sludgy and full of rotting reeds, the 
school sprawled at the edge of Fort Destry itself beneath a platoon of 
power lines that hummed as though full of marching demons. The flag 
was raised and saluted every morning, they unconstitutionally prayed 
before all-school assemblies, they ate lunch in the stinking lunchmeat 
lunchroom with the students, they worked through the math folders and 
the required reading, they made their way. He was not helping the world 
in any obvious sense aside from providing cheap instruction to a set of 
children who needed something better, something more dedicated, but 
who thanks to budgetary realities were getting him, Paul Lake.

He had actually enjoyed the previous year, when he and Antonia had 
been posted in the far northern Panhandle where they had lived in what 
now seemed bliss in an ancient clapboard house on the edge of a stream 
near the mouth of a canyon, from whose echoing halls they could hear 
coyotes all night as the wind moved through the mesquite and the radio 
picked up stations from Denver and St. Louis and the stars were leg-
endary. Then that post had ended and they had been transferred here. 
He could not wait to be done and gone, and Antonia had already been 
admitted to a linguistics program in Chicago and he had decided to 
head home to Seattle and to prepare his own PhD applications in clas-
sics, he had to do something with his life that was more satisfying than 
this, and at the same time he was preparing, in fact, to go to the clinic 
and to get some probably bad news about what had been happening to 
him lately, which was this terrible shortness of breath that had begun 
plaguing him in January, on a run, when he had suddenly been unable 
to breathe, as though someone had inserted a barrier in his chest so he 
could get air into only the top third or so of his lungs. He told nobody 
about this for weeks and weeks until finally he confessed to Antonia who 
observed him collapsed on the couch and said, “Well go see the doctor, 
dummy.”

But he didn’t, because he didn’t want to know what was wrong with 
him, because he was afraid of the news, he had never been to doctors 
growing up (his father a doctor) and also because he was sure that he 
was going to be told he was dying, that he had a mass pressing on his 
sternum from behind, that he would have to call his mother and father 
and tell them so, and his brother, and that he was going to learn that just 
when he hoped to be done with what now appeared a mistaken period 
of his life, teaching elementary school, living with Antonia, being in 
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Destry, Texas, he was going to be told that he was done before he’d even 
really started his life, that he was almost out of time.

A list of his failures as a teacher was no doubt being kept somewhere in a 
file folder and some set of administrators was surely every week sighing 
and checking calendars and deciding that it was easier to keep him on 
for the rest of the year than to fire him now. The year before had been 
better, the desperate poverty of the students having genuinely shocked 
him, almost all of them Kiowa Indians from the Pennholtz Reservation, 
troubled and sweet in turns, his and Antonia’s favorite being a tiny slip of 
a boy named Albert Fee, who lived in a trailer with his painfully young 
parents and his eight siblings and who coveted Paul’s and Antonia’s fast-
food wrappers, wanting them in order to wallpaper the interior of his 
trailer’s walls. Paul had not failed Albert Fee, not exactly, except in the 
way the whole world had failed Albert Fee, by failing to give him a warm 
bed and good food and parents who had gone beyond the fifth grade. 

But he was decidedly failing the students at José Cultivar, some of 
whom were the children of migrant farmworkers and so appeared and 
disappeared within weeks, and some of whom were the children of set-
tled families of Mexican ancestry, and about half of whom were mili-
tary children from Fort Destry itself, most better-traveled than Paul and 
also presenting a rotating group, arriving from Korea before going on 
to Germany, following their fathers and mothers in their postings. It 
could be argued, and Paul argued to himself sometimes, that his failures 
here did not matter as much, that these students by and large would be 
all right, but this did not account, for example, for his calling Gordon 
Jacobson “Bullet-Head” or Tina Lopez “Disgustina” or for tossing over 
an empty desk when the class wouldn’t quiet, striking Felicity Green in 
the shin, at which she widened her eyes in offense and declared, “I want 
to talk to the principal.” He was reprimanded for this, also for teach-
ing a Raymond Carver story with the line “He howled when he entered 
her,” although he had taken care to block this out with black crayon 
(which someone’s mother had scraped away), and for screening Mel Gib-
son’s Hamlet without watching it first (he knew he was in trouble when 
Chico asked, “What is he doing?” during the Gertrude scene, the rest of 
the class transfixed in delighted shock). Some of this was laziness and 
some was just disinterest and some was real cruelty, and he despised 
himself for all of it but especially for the cruelties, for example when he 
didn’t listen to Márquez’s mixtape though it was only four songs long, or 
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when after having read Bridge to Terabithia aloud to the class and having 
choked up with the rest of them when Leslie drowned, and after the class 
in a spasm of need and sorrow had written letters to Katherine Paterson, 
he, unable to figure out where to send the letters, had simply thrown 
them away. “I guess she just didn’t write back,” he shrugged. Or when he 
rolled his eyes and groaned when poor Inez failed, again, to grasp the 
associative property of multiplication, then celebrated aloud when her 
paperwork at last came through and she was assigned to the special-ed 
class, or for example when one day after Maria-Vera complained about 
his bad breath, and he leaned down, placed his face in hers, and exhaled, 
saying, “My what? My what?”

She recoiled and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Lake, it’s just terrible.”
And at this a stroke of fear went through him: she was smelling some 

rot coming up from his dying lungs, he supposed. By then it was May, 
and the students were all eyeing him with suspicion and contempt, and 
he was struggling to get even a single good breath as the day went on. 
His terror and despair had surely leaked into his life here in the class-
room, giving rise to some of his behavior. He estimated he would live 
long enough to finish the last month of the school year (unless he just fell 
down dead in front of the class), and either way Antonia could go to Chi-
cago to start her PhD, and if he lived long enough he would make his way 
back to Seattle, make his announcement to his family, and wither away, 
clutching the blankets to his chest and wishing he had done something 
differently a long time ago, way back when it had still been possible.

His final cruelty was so strange, and so embarrassing, that he never told 
anybody about it. Every six weeks or so their housemate Chrissy’s itin-
erant surfer boyfriend Cal would make one of his swings through the 
state, driving over from the Gulf of Mexico for a week to lounge, shirt-
less, on their thready white sofa, the length of his lean torso like a cut 
from some ridgy beast. Paul envied Cal’s thoughtless health and the ease 
with which he seemed to move through the world, although he was also 
supposedly rich which probably had something to do with it. On the 
other hand he drove a shitty listing old Datsun with his canary-striped 
surfboard lashed to the roof and wore the same clothes at all times, a 
pair of army green cutoff shorts and a loose white button-down shirt and 
Vans, and he drank only green tea and ate mostly big servings of brown 
dusty stuff from jars, spooned over yogurt. He believed uncritically in 
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the idea of “energy” and its power to direct fate and more than once he 
had described the sensation of knowing the ocean was thinking about 
him. “It notices you,” he said, “after a while, and then there’s a little while 
where you’ve got its attention, and then, you know, it moves on.” He was 
ridiculous but perfectly at peace and Paul would have traded places with 
him in a second.

As usual for the first day Cal and Chrissy vanished as they took to her 
bed but eventually Cal took Paul by the shoulder and directed him to 
his leaning car. “I want to show you something,” Cal said. He thumbed 
open the hatchback. The car smelled of straw and some dry hippie per-
fume. In the trunk was a cardboard box. Cal lifted the lid. Inside was a 
long spotted lizard resting on some pebbly orange sand. 

“What is it?”
“It’s a gila monster,” Cal whispered. “They’re basically free in Mexico.”
Cal had imagined the Gila monster to be excellent for Chrissy’s first 

graders but it grossed her out. Also it was technically venomous. 
“So, finders keepers, if you want him,” Cal said.
The school year was almost over but it struck Paul that a gila mon-

ster would be a way to rescue the last few weeks, anyway he could leave 
things on a positive note, and after he was dead they would remember 
that at the last minute he had done this for them despite having been 
terminally ill, in secret, and they would consider his brave stoicism and 
forgive him everything. 

“Cool,” he said.
“I was just going to set him free,” Cal admitted, “but I’m trying to be 

more responsible with things.” 
With his salt-hardened fingernail Cal scratched the lizard between 

the eyes.
So Paul brought the box to school the next day, parading a little self-

consciously through the halls, balancing it like a waiter’s tray while 
he unlocked his classroom. But the interest he had hoped for did not 
materialize, maybe because in fact the arrival of a gila monster seemed 
transparently designed to make amends, and nobody was interested in 
amends from Mr. Lake. Offers of lettuce and lunchmeat were made by 
fat Chico, but after a week when the lizard did nothing but lie around, 
once a day or so scratching at its sand and producing a wrinkled tube of 
excrement, it was ignored by everyone. It was Texas; people had seen gila 
monsters before, so what if he had brought one in? 

S u M M E R  2 0 1 7  /  T h E  M I S S O u R I  R E V I E W   5 5

TMR_40-2.indd   55 5/16/17   3:24 PM



So one afternoon after school he carried the box up the hot dry hill 
behind the school and prodded the lizard out onto the soil and watched 
the thing paddle listlessly away into the cactus. 

It was only Chico who noticed, nice silly fat Chico whom he had 
alarmed with Mel Gibson’s thrusting. “Where’d he go?” Chico inquired. 

“Oh, he died yesterday,” Paul found himself saying.
Not that he had set it free, but that it was dead. Why? 
“Aw,” Chico said.
“Who died?” the class now inquired.
“The lizard, man,” Chico said.
There was a small stir as the class recalled that there had been a gila 

monster in the corner, in a cardboard box. 
“I’m dying, actually,” Paul said. “I’m going to be dead in a year at 

most.”
Someone laughed. “What you dying from?”
“I can’t breathe,” he said. “My lungs are failing.”
“You ain’t dying,” someone decided, into the silence.
He had shocked them, anyway. “You’ll regret saying that,” he sighed, 

working to get the pity, the forgiveness, into his voice. “You’ll think back, 
and you’ll regret that.”

In fact in the last weeks of the school year he found himself plunging 
awake in the darkened bedroom, grasping his chest and sucking at the 
humid air while Antonia slept on beside him. Then he would take him-
self out to the sofa and read, creeping back to bed only when he had 
become so exhausted he could tumble into sleep in a moment. Yet he did 
live long enough to finish the year, so six weeks later, after the last day of 
school finally ended, after report cards went out and he cleaned out his 
classroom, trashing heaps of ungraded papers and makeup exams and 
ripping his gradebook into tiny, tiny squares, after Cal came back again 
and took Chrissy away to Florida, where it turned out Cal’s family had 
an island, after Paul and Antonia divided their books and mailed them 
to their next destinations, after he and Antonia drove out of sweltering, 
chicken-factory-smelling Destry for the last time, north to Chicago, after 
he felt so dizzy in Arkansas he exited the freeway to let Antonia take the 
wheel, after he gasped as he carried her things up the three flights to 
the small studio at the back of her brick building in Lincoln Square, 
after he spent the night on a blanket on the kitchen floor and hugged 
her quickly the next morning, and after she said, “Well, goodbye, then,” 
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with a shrug, and after he drove in a speckled dream across the sandy 
summery plains, over the mountains, down into the green coast— after 
he made an appearance before his parents, neither of whom noticed 
anything wrong, happy to have him back in town, pleased to hear about 
his plans of grad school, after he counted his meager savings and set-
tled himself in a rented room behind Husky Stadium, and arranged his 
Thucydides and Polybius and Xenophon along a scarred windowsill—

After all this he had nothing to do but to get ready, and to wait, to die.

So obviously it becomes a little difficult to account for Paul here. He does 
not make much sense to an outside observer, or the sense he does make 
is of a dreary, unsurprising sort. Clearly he is having panic attacks, or at 
least he’s suffering from some chronic species of anxiety disorder. He is 
probably depressed. He is certainly suffering. He is inflicting suffering 
on others. Yet he does nothing to make it stop. And even if he’s really 
sick, if he really does have some mass behind his breastbone, as it so 
vividly seems to him—what kind of person thinks such a thing and does 
nothing about it? 

Anyway, this is where he found himself. PhD applications were due in 
December. It was June. He could live in this well-lit lousy rented room 
with these anonymous housemates and read everything and live off his 
small savings. His first plan was to review Thucydides and to map out 
all the troop movements and battles, so he would really know them, 
and then he would do the same for the Anabasis, and so know every-
thing about the Peloponnesian War. It was fusty old stuff and Antonia 
had always suspected him of being a sort of show-off but in fact the 
deep history appealed to him in powerful ways. If Sthenelaidas had not 
been such a prick in the Spartan Gerousia the war with Athens would 
never have been waged, and the Golden Age could have matured into 
something unimaginable, steam engines having already been invented, 
and what would civilization look like in that case? It was interesting to 
think about. Or if Pericles had not been such a waffler, if the plague had 
not struck just at the height of the Spartan invasion, if the Athenian 
general Demosthenes had not made his unwise raids on Sicily—it was 
that the course of the world wasn’t set, maybe, or that it could change 
radically on these small hinges. For the first month in his rented room 
on 38th Avenue, behind University Village, he had reason to consider 
these matters. Why this? Why this of all worlds? Now this tightness in 
his chest, this gasping reach for breath, studying his face in the mirror, 
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the incipient blue smudges beneath his eyes, the weird pulse of weakness 
when he stirred in the morning, the exploding watery shits, the slump-
ing desire in the middle of the afternoon to return to bed—

It was all this, and loneliness, that led him to call Hillary Tanner. 
Their first meeting was at a café down the street from her apartment. 
They had been in touch off and on, mostly off, since they’d been together 
in high school, since prom and the weeks after. Over the first two years 
of college they had exchanged batches of letters, Hillary’s enthusiastic 
swooping pages full of blue pencil while he sent her in return his pains-
taking letters on fussy, starchy white paper, black ink. And what a beauty 
she was, actually, now. A sweet rounded chin and clear blue eyes and a 
shapely nose, her brown hair thin but prettily kept under a white band.

“So how do I know you’re not just going to disappear on me like you 
did before?” she asked.

She wore two silver bracelets on her right wrist. She removed them 
when she was at the piano or played the violin. But otherwise ran them 
up and down. She had interestingly hairy forearms, which he had 
forgotten.

“I’m here now,” he said.
“You just stopped writing me letters for no reason.”
Antonia had wanted him to stop, actually, so he’d stopped.
“And anyway you’re going off to grad school next year.”
“Possibly. Also, that’s a long time,” he said.
Maybe she was flattered by the persistence of his interest in her. But 

she wouldn’t need flattering, she was beautiful. Maybe she liked him, 
despite everything. Or was just bored with her life. Or she had suffered 
too, and so she was vulnerable to anyone, maybe, who had once been 
fond of her. At any rate within a week they were in bed. Naked she rolled 
under him, curves and heat. Her apartment had a view of Lake Union 
where the seaplanes landed, and some afternoons when she was off prac-
ticing, or at one of her jobs (she accompanied for voice lessons and recit-
als, she played the organ at three separate churches, she taught at a piano 
camp, she was always doing something) he would bring a book to her 
apartment and lay himself naked in the big plates of sun that fell over the 
carpet. The seaplanes could get a good look if they cared to.

He did not quite mention to Hillary the fact that he couldn’t breathe. 
Once he admitted to her that there was a feeling of tension in his chest. 
If she found him dead in the morning one day she would have had some 
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kind of warning, she could think back and remember. But he wanted not 
to poison this, whatever it was, however temporary.

Before long, he didn’t want to be away from her. He began going with 
her on her jobs. He sat in the last row of folding chairs at a voice recital 
for which she played piano, a trio of lieder by Schubert, her sweet round 
chin bobbing. He was the only one watching her as the girl singing was 
a tall creamy redhead with hefty tits but at certain points during the 
performance Hillary cracked a secret smile seemingly at some extrava-
gance of phrasing. “That was funny,” was all she said afterward, rolling a 
shoulder into him in the front seat of her rounded old Volvo. He climbed 
with her into the creaking organ lofts and sat on a step, out of sight 
of the congregation, while she stomped and yanked and the old pipes 
heaved and hooted. This was his favorite way of watching her, hidden, 
unacknowledged, herself hidden and unacknowledged, her face glow-
ing from the effort of the instrument as its wooden and metal workings 
thudded and clicked around them.

And now something new began for him, in which vivid memories 
of his sins as a teacher enlarged themselves, pushed themselves to the 
center of his vision. How awful he had been at it! How pained and full of 
misery and fear. And how grotesquely he had taken it out on his students.

What a monster he had been.
He burned with shame.
When he thought of what he’d done he would grunt and recoil.
“What?” Hillary asked.
“Nothing,” he said. “Just what a shitty teacher I was.”
“You weren’t.”
“I was! I was horrible.”
“Horrible how?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I was mean to those poor kids.”
“I’m sure you weren’t mean.”
“I was mean,” he insisted.
“Well,” she said, “that’s not an easy job.”
“Nobody else did what I did.”
Like what, she wanted to know. 
“Ech,” he said, and waved it away. “I don’t want to tell you.”
So, really, she didn’t believe him. And he didn’t want to give her the 

details, of course, they were so shameful. She knew an earlier, kinder 
version of him.
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Then it was September and for the first time in memory he was not 
in a classroom, and as the fall mellowed he had the sensation of being 
detached from time, let loose into a new world.

The days grew gray and drizzly, the welcome weather of his child-
hood. He bought a new sweater.

He made dinner, having done the grocery shopping while Hillary was 
out.

He moved his books and things in. He read all day while the seaplanes 
drifted overhead. He was still dying, but not as quickly as he had feared. 
He could still get a good breath once in a while.

She had begun taking him to concerts, things in which she was not 
herself performing. She laced her arm in his and leaned in, using his 
shoulder in the dark, and sometimes her sweet little laugh would flut-
ter to life. (He could never guess what had been funny, and she couldn’t 
explain it.) Now and then they would have a plate of pasta at Café Sep-
tième where the red wine came in short scratched tumblers. 

How was it that after he had failed so badly his life was better, sweeter, 
richer? 

And what would be wrong with staying here, with making a way with 
Hillary for as long as he could, with just deciding that very good was 
good enough? 

These were not questions he would ask himself until years later.

Then in October she took him to an event at her old music college: a 
children’s concert. Some of her students were performing.

“I don’t know,” he said, “turns out I’m not so good with kids.”
“I bet they’re not the same ones precisely,” she said, taking his arm.
Always she had found him funny and kind, and then he had stopped 

writing her without explanation or apology, and still she had accepted 
him back again. And now he was preparing to leave her once more, 
wasn’t he? He was, he was. He’d already written his essays, he was apply-
ing to schools in Los Angeles, in New Jersey, San Francisco.

The stage was bare and bright. 
He was expecting nothing. Or something through which he would 

have to force a polite interest. And for a while that was what he did, 
as brittle Asian girls played their violins and hearty, round-shouldered 
girls whacked away at their cellos and flop-haired boys played piano, 
hiding their faces, and Paul grimaced in sympathy when they flubbed 
and winced a little at the effort they all made and the ambition they all 
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possessed, it reminded him, of course of his sad kids in Destry, and from 
his high seat in the balcony he could see the distance between there and 
here, this place of privilege and accomplishment. And how little he had 
helped.

Eventually a very fat boy came out, his shirt untucked. He carried no 
instrument. A girl sat down at the piano.

The boy walked to the front of the stage and stood in a pool of light 
and set his hands at his waist and began to sing, and immediately Paul 
was caught. It was a beautiful song, a lullaby, and the fat boy sang it with 
a sweet, embracing tenderness. The boy had a high clear tenor and lifted 
his voice without effort into the corners of the hall, an Irish song, very 
simple and plain, four notes up, four notes sideways, four notes up, three 
notes down, but the thing that caught him was this, that the boy who did 
it stood in the light with his eyes closed as though he were just dreaming 
the music, and he didn’t care that he looked so stupid, he just sang.

Hillary grasped Paul’s arm in the dark, and he grasped her back. The 
notes rose, shifted, rose, fell. This was a benediction, and it was meant 
for him. It was meant for him. Because if a huge slobby fat kid like that 
could go up and belt it out, could stand in front of a bunch of strang-
ers and sing his heart out and not give a shit, then how could Paul be 
ashamed of anything he’d ever done? 

So maybe he needed to think that, in the moment. We use whatever we 
can use. But of course he was wrong, he was all wrong. He he was right 
to be ashamed. He had behaved horribly. He was right to feel he had no 
one to apologize to, but only because all his victims were children thou-
sands of miles away, and he would never see them again.

Ah, he was all wrong.
No, what he should have taken from it was, just, goddammit— look, 

Paul, it’s not that hard. Just— be kind, and take care of yourself, and 
then, if you’re lucky, you’ll one day lift your head and you’ll get to notice 
all this beauty. Because it’s everywhere. It’s just sitting around every-
where, like gold in the streets. It’s the kingdom of heaven come. That’s 
where you are right now, pal. It’s where you’ve always been. That dark 
old house in Destry with sour Antonia, and that mushy gully of the 
river, and the buzzing power lines, and it’s you and silly Cal and your 
poor students and the Gila monster finding its way into the scrub and 
everybody. And now! Now especially— look at lucky you, there in those 
high seats with that nice, nice girl, what’s-her-name, Hillary, a girl who 
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means you no harm, who despite everything holds you dear, who has 
taken you in for no reason you can fathom — it’s where you could have 
stayed, despite yourself, and if you’d been better at this, if you yourself 
had been kinder, if you’d been brave enough to take care of yourself, you 
would have come to your senses at just around this point and you’d have 
opened your eyes and seen it for yourself, and taken a deep full breath 
and felt it, the great clear air you wouldn’t otherwise know for years.

She’s right there. So are you.
Ach, it’s hard to love this guy. It’s hard to love this Paul. It’s hard to 

forgive him being such a goddamned dumbass for so goddamned long. 
Give him time, is all you can say. He’s lucky. He’ll have it, despite what 

he thinks. He’ll have plenty of time. 
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