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“A Kiss with Teeth” is an unusual rake on the seven-year itch, and
vampires.

lad no longer shows his wife his sharp reeth. He keeps them
secret in his gums, waiting for the quickened skip of hunger, for
e blood-rush he almost never feels these days.

The teeth he wears instead are blunt as shovels. He coffee-stains
m carefully, soaks them every night in a mug with worLD's BEST
D written on the side. After eight years of staining, Vlad’s blunt
th-are the burnished yellow of the keys of an old unplayed piano.
t for the stain they would be whiter than porcelain. Much, much
r than bone,

hite, almost, as the sharp teeth he keeps concealed.

is. wife Sarah has not tried to kill him since they married. She
her holy water in a kitchen cabinet behind the spice rack, the
ullets in a safe with her gun. She smiles when they make love,
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ed, a smile of jigsaw

the smile of a woman sinking into a feather b
He smiles back, with

puzzles and blankets over warm laps by the fire.

his blunt teeth.
They have a son, 2 seven—year—old boy named Paul, straight and

brown like his mother, a growing, springing sapling boy. Paul plays
catch, Paul plays basketball, Paul dreams of growing up to be 2 football
or a baseball star, depending on the season. Viad
cakes him to games. Vlad wears 2 baseball cap, and smells the pitcher’s
sweat and the ball’s leather from their seat far up in the stands. He
sees ball serike bat, sees ball and bat deform, and knows whether the
ball will stutter out between third and second, or arc beautiful and
deadly to outfield, fly true ot veer across the foul line, He would tell his
son, but Paul cannot hear fast enough. After each play, Paul explains

star, or a tennis stat,

the action, slow, patient, and co
the smile sets Vlad on edge and spinning.

Sometimes Vlad remembers his youth, sprinting ahead of a
cavalry charge to break like lightning on 2 stand of pikers. Blood, he
remembers, oceans of it. Screams of the impaled. There is a sound
when you grab cheir ribs and pull them

men’s breaking sterna make
out and in, a bassy nightmare transposition of a wishbone's snap

Vliad knows the plural forms of “sternum’ and “trachea,” and al

declensions and participles of “fHense.”

“Talk to the teacher,” his wife says after dinner. Paul watches a crick
game on satellite in the other room, mountainous Fijians squared 0
against an Indian team. Vlad once was a death cult in Calcutta—t
entire cult, British colonial paranoia being an excellent cover for h
appetites—and in che sixties he met a traveling volcano god in Fi

who'd given up sacrifices when he found virgins could be had m

easily by learning to play guitar. Neither experience left Viad ¥

much appreciation for cricket.

ntent. Paul smiles like his mother, and
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“On what topi
pic should we converse,” h
. o , he asks. H

seri;ancles with prepositions. He learned English in a er;ian never end

“ aul. You should talk to the teacher about Paul” properage

Paul is not troubled.” a
“He's not troubled. B
. ut hCJS having troubl ”
report . e.” She shows hi
Shz keecarci. S‘l:ie never rips envelopes open, uses instead a :hi:?c t'};e
s .
rears b fwﬂisg e }tlhe mlk blotter. Vlad has calculated that in eiI;Ih:
e the on .

Foter. y person left in the wotld who uses an ink

The report card is pri

printed on thick stock, a .

: . . , and lists I
; ::H;: rio‘:_f in the limited alphabert of grades. No notes lzf.osh: t!:rs .thac
: a - . : n
| 1 P - ions. Paul is not doing well, From the next written
the cricket match: “Go go go gol” room, he shouts at

t work Viad pr
oreadsheet CI:I) 1‘:tencls to be an accountant. He pretends to

s and formulas to deli use

eliver pretend
assur .
ho pretends to follow the law. In furti .a nees to a client
retends to care about baseball. P rtive conversations at breaks he
eball. Pretending this i
. ' this is easy:
bout baseball, recites statistical rosari ? e Paul cares
son every night when he’s tucked es, tells Dad his hopes for the
ucked into bed. Vi
mbers in the br . Vlad repeats these
o oo reak room, though he does not know if h
ght numbers in the right context e says the
From his cellular telephone, outside, h
port card, and communic e e, he calls the number on the
; ates in short sent 1
ences with someo
ne he
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I ——

wakes at four-fifteen every morning to carch a bus from Queens, so

she can sit at her desk grading papers as the sun rises through steel
canyons.

?

ive in a crowded cit
o blocks over from their apartment. They live 111{ ac e Th);
i inks itse .
f rowers and stone, a city that calls itself new and thinks o
o have long since learned to unsee themselves.

When he sees her, Vlad knows he should turn and leave. No good
and tw can come of this meeting. They are doomed, both of them.

Too late, He's walked the halls with steps heavy as a humans,
squeaking the soles of his oxblood shoes against the tiles every few
steps—a trick he learned a year back and thinks lends him an authentic
air. The teacher looks up and sees him: black-haired and pale and too,
too thin, wearing blue slacks and a white shirt with faint blue checks.

“You'e Paul’s father,” she says, and smiles, damn her round white
teeth, “Mister St. John.”

Peopl% . thiilc:v}; a baseball, catch it, and throw it back in an farnpty
e Soi' i/lr d were not by now so good at this game of unseeing, he
. 'b: a5 full: of couples wheeling strollers, of rats and dogs
o de%cn hildren, strolling cops and bearded boys on roller blacles;i .
™ runm]:g:v and cz;tch ¢he ball in this empty not-empty field. Vla
th;lc—ahv:: stlo:r) and Paul catches, slower, humo;ing his d;(.i IZla:i ::z
, i { : ish and overly skinny,
hi:“iflzf::i::: :ftc:crl1 ihiisr; :tlc% iatches as if first rehearsing the:
who wa
movemetgs . :1?1:;::‘ He has practiced thousands of times in thér
1 Vcllad dj;t took him a year to slow down so a human eye coulj ?ge_
a'St ec'a fr « posture to the next, Another year to learn to. rop
h“_n - 11mnlr10: Ei slip, to suppress the instinct to right txppcé
e fEt' tlheg sP illed, to grab knives before they left the.hands
o b; mefall YFiE:e years to train himself not to loc?k at image
e en:oulci not detect. Sometimes at night, Paul's gaze dar
g eY;S' homework to strange cornets of the room, and \;1
uﬁ' f;:;n;e ;1:5 failed, that the boy learned this nervous tic from him
;:; will carry it through his 1it;c: likfe a crizs.
ike the thought of crosses. _ |
\;11: fhi:::?:itﬂ, and thriws it back again: a white leather sphi

oscillating through a haze of unseen ghosts.

“Bazarab,” he corrects, paying close attention to his steps, Slow, as if
‘walking through ankle-deep mud.

- She turns to open the door, but stops with her hand on the knob.
I'm sorry?”

I3 ) ¥ . 0 . .
Paul has his mother’s last name. Bazarab is mine. It is strange in

his country. Please call me Viad.” The nasal American “a,” too, he has
racticed.

‘Nice to meet you, Vlad. I'm so glad you could take this time for
e, and for Paul” She turns back to smile at him, and starts. Her
upils dilate a millimeter, and her heart rate spikes from a charming
xty-five beats per minute to seventy-four. Blood rises beneath the
w of her cheeks.

He stands a respectful three feet behind her. But cursing himself
realizes that seconds before he was halfway down the hall,

He smiles, covering his frustration, and ushers her ahead of
into the room. Her heart slows, her breath deepens: the mouse

vincing itself that it mistook the tree’s shadow for a hawk’s. He

Id not have moved so fast, so silently. She must have heard his

"The teacher waits, beautiful, blonde, and young: She smells like br ach, and ignored it.
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dv here. Blackboard, “ "
¥ I see.” He paces more. Good to let her see him move like a h
a human

of desks, forty children at least could stu
v checks in

4 list of students’ names followed b
he likes: many schools no longer use slate.

days unwashed, being. ,
ticolored chalk, This, & Good to avert his cyes.
'he sits on a desk, facing him. Her legs swing,
You have a large room.”

hs. “Not mine. We share t
to see you here. Why did you call?”
Kked me to talk with you about him. He has
now he is a bright boy. His mother, my
e not so good, I think heisa child,
So I come to ask you.”

“Have you though )
ght about t i ,
condition.” esting him for ADHD? It’s a common
What kind of testing?
g? And what would che testin i
“ ofh
Could I help somehow? Review his work with himp% is son reveal?

he rooms. Her smile is sad.

she laug
Sh [({ ! . ”
e stands. “That’s a great idea.” The alto weight has left her voice

yyway. I'm glad
‘My son. My wife as
uble in school, I think. Tk
fe, she wonders why his grades ar
will improve wich time, but I do not know.

“How can I help?”
Vliad shifts from foot to foot.
reetlights buzz on. The room smells of dust and sweat an

d mint. The teacher’s eyes are large and gray. She folds her lips into
.+ mouth, bites them, and unfolds them again. Lines are growing
corners of her mouth to the corners of her nose—the first
y surface at twenty-five or so. Vlad has studied them

To see her is to know her pulse.

excitement returning after a da “
. y of weeks, “If i
know it would help. He looks up to you.” pou bevetime, Emean. £
\%! i ‘
mon;{d Iaufhs. ll?oes his son admire the man, or the illusion? Or th
: er, whom he has never seen? * i il helo
onste: een? "I do not think so. But I will help

Outside the night deepens. He turns from the window, and she walks toward him, hold
im, no ing a

d camellia 'i 3 “
ellias bught red folder. “These are his assignments for the week. If it hel
. A1t nelps,

ome back and I'll give you the next bunch.”

She smiles.
Vlad, cold, afraid, smiles back.,

om the
gns of age. The
Te looks away from her.
“\What is he like in class, my son?”
“Lie's sweet. But he distracts easily.
emembering a passage we've read a hal
1ass he fidgets, and he often doesn't turn in hi

“I have seen him do the homework.”
“Of course. I'm sorry. I'm not saying that he doesn’t do it. H
¥ Y

reat,” his wife says when he tells her. She does not ask about th
the

Sometimes he has troubl cacher, onl
, only the outcome. “Great. Thank you.”
. you.” She folds him in her

£ hour after we've read it. I
s homework.”

ms,
mso far;d he feels her strength. In the bathroom mirror they remind
m of chess pieces, alabaster and mahogany. “ y

; ny. “Th ildi
5STOOMS Scare me. So many bad merr:goriZs ¢ e chac buddmg‘ The
“Elementary school ha '
’ e.. ) s no hold on me.”
‘ " . . ; e.
iOfsnt curn it mf though Of course not.” A quick soft peck on the cheek

Peshaps he is bore 4 by your dl - into their small hot bedroom. “This wi eek, and she fades from
would kill men to clear it. “I do not mean t +~ this will help Paul, Tknow.

ficult job. But perhaps he needs mo
But any actention I g

We have forty. I don't have al

ass” Her brow furrows, and:
hat the class is easy. Tk

lad d
oes not know. Every school night he sits with Paul in their

. ”
re attention. ped livi
ing room, bent over
r the coffee tabl isi
e, television off. VI
. Vlad

ive him com §'a penci
_ ncil across the
apet, i
papet, so slowly he feels glaciers might scour

you have a di
“T wish I could give it to him.
from the other children in the class.

attention left to go around.”
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ala he finds Paul asleep on the table
ue twitching pink between his
e Paul stretches out and

a5 a Tibetan monk’s sand mand
beside him, cheek pooled on wood, tong

lips. With a touch he walkes the boy, and onc
es and shalces the sleep away (his mother’s habit), they walk

closes his ey
through the problem together, step by step- Then Paul does the next,
and Vlad practices meditation, remembering cities rise and fall.

“Do you understand?” he asks.

“Dad, I getit.”

Paul does not get it.
home, papers dripping blood.

“Degseverance is important,” Vlad says. “In this world you must

make something of yourself. It is not enough to be what you are.”

“It all takes so long.” The way Paul looks at Vlad when they talk

kes Vlad wonder whether he has made some subtle mistake.

The next week he brings each day's quizzes

ma

The following week V1
swinging doors, he measures eac
remembers to squeak. The eyes,
remembers to fill and empty. So many subtle w
many subtle ways to be wrong:

The halls are vaca
soap. He could identify the chemical, if he put his mind to it.

He cannot put his mind to anything

The teacher’s room nears. Slow,
camellias and mint. He will not betray himself again.

The door to her classroom stands ajar. Through the space, he s

only empty desks.

A man sits at her desk, be
handkerchief. He wears a blue shirt
His nails are ragged, and a pale scalp peeks th

“Where is the teacher?”

with chalk dust on the right cul
rough his thin hair.

ad returns to the school. Entering through
h step slow and steady. The shoes, he
he remembers to move, The langs, he
ays to be human, and so

nt, and still smell of dust and rubber and chemical

slow. He smells her, faint trace o

7t over papers like a tuberculotic over hi

A KI8§ WITH TEETH

kn'c]:hke man recoils as if he’s touched a live wire. His chair falls and he
cks over a cup of pens and chalk and paperclips. Some spill
the ground. Vlad does not count them. The man swears I—f honto
rate jumps to ninety beats a minute. If someone would sca‘re l‘is e;t:t
way every hour for several months he would begin to lose th o
de\:eloping around his waist. “Damn. Oh my god. Who the hZiII)funCh
; Zr::cll I\’/I1liter ]’?azarab," he sa)c‘s. “What has happened to the teacher?”
l n't hear,” says the man. “T am the teacher. A teacher.” Kneeli
1e:acrabbles over the tiles to gather scattered pens T
The teacher who I was to meet here. The te;icher of m
young woman. Blonde hair. About this tall.” He does not . 'Son' A
sm‘:all. l\'{Iost people do not find such descriptions useful mention bet
Oh,” says the man. “Mister Bazarab.” He does not ‘pronoun h
name correctly. “T'm sorry. Angela had to leave early today. Fien:il;

it;ncg. She Z:ft this for you.” He dhmps the gathered detritus back into

che tl.l;z, tan ;earches \a/mong piles of paperwork for a red folder like the
eacher gave Vlad the week before. He offer.

. . . s Viad the folder,

and when Vlad takes it from him the man draws his hand baclc: f:sl;

if burned.

"Is she well? She is not sick I hope.”

;::fhe's ﬁlnz Her father went to the hospital. I think.”

Tam gla )" Vlad says, an "

ds, “that she is well. TYhankie:l}Z: :flisfzse::]:”mhers confusion he

;zj ::Sesanot open the folder until he is outside the school. The

o b generous, looped cursive hand. She thanks Vlad for
g with his son, She apologizes for missing their meeting. Sh

gg;tsts he return next week. She promises to be here for him tiin e

hijhci:: r;t examine the rest of the folder's contents until 'he

e b ;meur'eads the note three times on his walk, He tries not

et ellias, or the chalk, or the slight salt edge of fear. He

lIs them anyway.

s wife returns late from the library. While he works with Paul
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J-ups on the bar they sling over the bedroom dootjamb.

An old habi ; :
mouth as she rises and falls. Behind abit of his when idle: find a dark corner, stand statue-still

she does pul

She breathes heavily through her

her shadows fill their unlit bedroom.
Paul works long division. How

and how much is left over? How far can you carry out the
it in the translucent

many times does seven go into I always L i1y
remember.” He sits in
. the love seat, ac ri
, at right angles to her

“It’s wonderful what you're doing with Paul.”
I want to help.” ’
“You do.”

He shift
s from the love seat to the couch, and does not bother t
0

move slow, The wind of his -
nestles beside him. passage pufls in her eyes. She blinks, and

forty-three,
decimal? Paul’s pencil breaks, and he sharpens
bright red plastic toy his mother bought him, with pleasant curves to

hide the tiny blade inside.

Vlad wants to teach Paul t
sharpening pencils with a knife is not
they'd have to collect the shaved bits of wo
The old ways were harder to clean up.

“Tell me about your teacher,” Vlad says.
“She’s nice,” Paul replies. “Three goes into eight two times, and two's

left over.”

“Nice,” Vlad echoes.

Once his wife’s exercises are done, they se
cricket,” he says as they tuck him in. “I miss tennis
baseball.’

“This is only for now,” say

you can waich again. And play.”
“Okay.” The boy is not okay, but he knows what he is supposed

o sharpen his pencils with a knife, but
common these days, and anyway

od and graphite afterward. P
grap This is okay for you? I worry sometimes,” Her hand’s on his thigh
is thigh.

It rests there, stron id. “You'

, g, solid. “Yq i !
A ou've been quiet. I hope youre telling me
N
» eted. He does not use that Wc')rd much, even to himself, He needed
__th S enh YZ:-“S agc'}, Ten years ago she chased him, this beauty with
B e ?Zth? ical mind, ferreted his secrets out of ancient archins and

unted him around the world. Ten X
| . . years ago, he lured her to the ol
cast:e in }tlhc::1 ;nountams, one last challenge. Ten years ago she s;:) :
1 starlighe filtered through cracks in th £ v
. le’s roof. H
e 8he fered e e cast . He could have
| gain, as he had before. Remained a |
ge to age and land to land on a wind of blood wleatblonn from
She'd seemed so real in the moonlight
S i -
” (i)1 he descended and spoke with her, and they found they knew on
nother better than anyone else. And ten years passed )
What does he need? ‘
H .
I_I: ieasz toward her. His sharp teeth press on the inside of his
. l,l.aga:st the false yellowed set. He smells her blood. He smells
eitlias. His ¢ i .
o b nihe e s £ 15 lieth recede. He kisses her on the forehead.
toparsibekn by I love you,” they both say. Later he tries to rememb i
ou're doing 1t again, e says te nu te : it frse e ot
“What?" |

“Not moving.”

nd Paul to bed. “T mi
and football and

s Vlad's wife. “Once your work gets bettet;

say.
In the kitchen, the tettle screams. They leave Paul in his dark roo
sappears into their bedroom, and emer

Vlad's wife pours tea, di
mas and her fluffy robe, hair down. S

soon after wearing flannel paja
looks tired, She looks happy: Vlad cannot tell which she looks mo
g on the table beside h

She sits cross‘legged on the couch, tea steamin
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¢ that. Angela, on Thursdays.
She tells him how Paul’s
h his son, suggests
er in the next

He sees the teacher every week afte
With the blonde hair and the strong heart.
ing. She coaches him on how to coac
cusses concepts the class will cov
¢ for the first time why he doesn't teach his
e and his wife, back when they learned
mal couple, and whatever else

work is com
games to play, dis
week. Vlad wonders no
son himself, But they talked, h
she was pregnant. ‘They are not a nor
Paul must learn, he must first learn how to
He has learned how to be so normal he cannot do basic math. So
Vlad stands in the schoolroom ramrod straight, and nods when he
understands Angela and asks questions when he does not. He keeps

his distance.

Vlad learns things about her,
He learns that ber father in the hospt
Jose, her mother having left them
th a college friend leaving behind a h

seem normal.

from her. He learns that she lives
tal is the only parent
both in Angela's

alone.
to whom she is ¢
childhood, run off wi
vodka bottle and a sorry no
nerves like a small bird's, that she lo
in the hall, That she does not sleep enough.

He does not need to learn her scent. That,

One night he follows her home.

This is a mistake.

She leaves the building well

rides one bus straight home. So he take
he tells himself. Humans hunt these days, in the woo

in, the back country, and they do noteat the meat they kill. Fisherm
catch fish to throw them back., And this night run is no m
dangerous to him than fishing to an angler. IHe leaves his oxfords
che schoolhouse rooftop and runs barefoot over buildings and alo
swift and soft. Bven if someone beneath looked
d, shiver of a remembered nightmare,

he knows already.

after sunset and walks to the bus; s
s to the roofs, and chases theb

A game,

bridge wires,
what is he? Wisp of clou

spreading wings for flight. A shadow among shadows.

alf-drunk’

te. He learns that she has tight—wound-
oks up at every sound of footsteps.

A KI§§ WITH TEETH

thA gie:m;, he hTells himself, and lies, He only learns he's lying later,
ough, after she emerges from the bus and h ’
. racks her three bl
to her studio apartment and o o
she drops her ke h
kneels quick and tense as a T e
spooked rabbit to retrieve them
, after sh

:?terls her apalljrtment and he delays, debates, and finally retreats acris:

he river to the schoolhouse where he do i

. . sch ns his oxfords and inspect
Egm;flf In 311{ deli c\;ﬂ'mdow and pats his hair into place and brushespde;si

s slacks and jacket—only learns it when his wi
, . is wife asks him wh

t:eres dust on his collar and he shakes his head and says somet:;ny
a ;{ut a construction site. His round reeth he returns to their cu oi
:. ee,. ;md hfl lies naked on their bed, curled around her like 2 in)n

is wife smells of sweat and woman and da y
s ‘ rk woods, and smelli
:1e‘r‘1;1nds: him of another smell, Teeth peek through his gums ::Zi Ellfr
w1le twists pleased and tired beside him, and he lies there | ; p
velives the last time he killed, Fre ying, and

; ¢ ﬁrs; s;::p ;:aken, the second follows, and the third faster. As when
e taught Paul to ride a bicycle: easier to k '

’ de : eep balance when moving.
He's no longer stiff in their weekly meetings. He jokes about th:ild
untry and lets his accent show. Her laughter relieves the lines on her

You and your wife both work,”
)" she says, “T know tutoring P
e. Could his grandparents help at all?” g Puslsles

His mother’s family is f: y “
" ily is far away,” Vlad says. “My parents are both

I'm sorry‘”

t’;hs fzﬁhjr died in a Turkish assault when he was fourteen; his
n ({:;t ied of Zze of the many small illnesses people died from iaack
¢ It was sudden, and hard,” he says, and the |
. ; , , y don't speak mor
;-;elzecognizes the brief flash of sympathy in her eyelz Hemoreet
> follows her home again that night, hoping to see something that
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will turn him aside. She may visit friends, or call on an old paramour,

or her father in the hospital. She may have a boyfriend or girlfriend.
But she changes little. She stops at the drug store to buy toothpaste,
bottled water, and sanitary napkins. She fumbles the keys at her door

but does not drop them this time.

He leaves.
Paul, that night, is too tired to study. Vlad promises to help him more
Frowns don’t yet sit well on his

comotrow. Paul frowns at the promise.
and lifes him upside down, and

face, He's too young. Vlad tells him so,
he shrieks laughter as Vlad carries him back to the bedroom.

Work is a dream. He is losing the knack of normalcy. Numbers
dance to his command. He walks among cubicles clothed in purpose,
and where once the white-collared workers forgot him as he passed,
now they fall silent and stare in his wa
promotion for no reason, which he turns down.
and Angela grow tense. He apologizes,

for an apology.

He and his wife make love twice that week. Ravenous, she pins him

to the bed, and feasts.

Paul seems cautious in the mornings,
cereal. At evening catch, Vlad almost forgets, almost hurls the ball w
and out, over the park, over the city, into the ocean.

He cant go on like ¢t
into old paths of being, into ways he trained himself to forget. Q

evening on his home commute he catches crows flocking above himo
brownstone rooftops. Black beady eyes wait for his command.
This is no way to be a father. No way to be a man.
But Vlad was a monster before he was a man,

Again and again he follows her, as the heat of early autumn cools

The year will die. Show me some danger, he prays. Show me s

reason I cannot close my fingers and seize you. But she is alone in

world, and sad.

ke. Management offers him a.
Silences between Viad

and she says there is no need

silent berween mouthfuls of

his. Woken, power suffuses him. He slips

A KISS WITH TEETH

ia‘ul skgrajc'ies slip. Viad apologizes to Angela. He has been distracted
t's okay,” she says. “It happens. Don't blame yourself.” -
He does not blame her. But this must end.

He makes his wife breakfast on the last morning, Ba E

scramb'led hard, with cheese. Orange juice, squeegz:ed ; oniz %S,
squeezing takes time, but not so much for Vlad. He wak:se S "l ;
cook, and moves at his own pace—fast. Fat pops and sh'f:herm'1 Y;O
pan. Bggs bubble. He ticks off seconds while he waits for the bsa:::: t:

fry, for the eggs to congeal after. By the time his wife steps out of the

hower, breakfast’s ready and the kitchen is clean. He makes Paul’

unch, because it’s his turn. He cannot make amends -
His wxfe.sucks the strip of bacon before she bites. “Delicious.” She

ums happily, hugs him around the waist. “So good. Isn’ .

s happ . Isn't your dad a

f}a}ﬂ laughs. Vlad thinks it is a knowing laugh, because he is afraid

..It ls not Mother’s Day,” his wife says. “That’'s in May.” '

ove you,” Vlad ke

L answers. Paul makes a face like a Punchinello

C . .

r :ov]:s foH{.);v him to work, hopping sideways along the roofs. When

: aches midtown they perch on streetlamps and traffic lights. Red
ow, a.nd green reflect in their eyes in turn. The Times reports powe:‘

;alges 1r'1 suburbs last night from unexpected vicious wind. Asylums

: hospitals brim with madmen, raving, eating bugs. Vlad is over-

_pty,ba great mounting void, and the world rushes to fill him

I: ﬁreaks 2 keyboard that day from typing too hard. Drives his

él;et. nget}‘l thr;ugh the enter key into his desk, embedding a sliver
lastic in his skin. He pulls the plasti

o e kot plastic out and the wound heals. I.T.

1 . .

lad ﬁ;nshes his work by three and sits in his cubicle till sunset

erclouds cluster overhead by the time he leaves the building

87



MAX GLADSTORE A KIS WITH TEETH

own. Fear shines at each flash

His gums itch. He slid .
Peasants: another word he has 5 slides the false teeth from his mouth, places them

in a Ziploc bag, closes the seal, and slips the bag into his jacket pocket.
Crouched atop the roof of the building across from Angela’s, he sees

?er shuffle down the street. The weight of her shoulder bag makes her
imp.

Heat lightning flickers on his walk upt
from the eyes of the peasants he passes.
not thought or used in years.

All this will be over soon, he tells himself. And back to normal.

Whatever normal is.

He meets her in the classtoom, though they do not talk long, The
time for talking’s past. She is all he remembered: sunlight and marble,
camellia and mint. The ideal prey. Blood throbs through small veins
in her fingers. He feels it when they shake hands. He smells its waves,
rising and falling.

“] must thank you,” he says, once she’s go
your dedication. You have given Paul so much.

' His teeth, his real teeth, emerge, myriad and sharp. He tastes their
tips and edges with his tongue.
She opens the door, climbs the steps. He follows her heartbeat up
four floors, five, to the small studio.
ITIC leaps across the street, lands soft as shadow on Angela’s roof
beside the skylight. Below, a door opens and light wakes. Though she’s

drawn curtains across the glass, there are gaps, and he sees her through

ne over Paul’s assignments .

for the next week. “For
1 appreciate your work,”
them. She sags back agains :
" . . . t the door to clo
“It's nothing.” She may think he cannot hear her exhaustion, or else 5 se it, lets her bag clatter to
she trusts him and does not care. “Tm glad to help. If every father cared

as much as you do, we'd be in a better world.”
“T am fortunate,” he says, “to be in a position to care.”
He follows her from the school, as before. After sunset the crows
sses they descend on the city and croak prophecy in
ws rush down Broadway, so thick pedestria
wing-beats for the rumble of traffi
and rats writhe on subw

the ground and leans into the scuffed dark wood, eyes closed.

Her apartment looks a mess because it's small; a stack of milk
“crates turned to bookshelves, overflowing with paperbacks and used
extbooks. A small lacquered pine board dresser in stages of advanced
ecay, its side crisscrossed with bumper stickers bearing logos of
ands Vlad does not recognize. A couch that slides out to form a bed,

stop hiding. In ma
eparated from the kitchenette by a narrow coffee table. Sheets piled

its alleys. Currents of cro
mistake them for a cloud, their
o a train, Bats emerge from their lairs,
steps singing rat songs. Grandmothers remember their grandmothe;
whispered stories, and call children to urge them to stay inside.

Better this way, Vlad thinks as he follows Angela across the brid_
down the dirty deserted street from her stop to her apartment_.:s
does not notice him. She notices nothing. The rats, the crows, the b:
all keep away from her. They know Vlad's purpose tonight, and
not interfere.

She’s young, her life still a web of dream, her love just touched

sadness. This world holds only pain for her. Better, surely, to.
before that pain bloomed, before tenderness roughed into a callou

n a hamper beside the couch-bed, dirty clothes in another hamper,
lishes in the sink, ’
. She opens her eyes, and steps out of the circle formed by the shoulder
trap of her fallen bag. Two steps to the fridge, from which she draws
eer. She opens the cap with a fob on her keychain, tosses the cap in
e. recycling, and takes a long drink, Three steps from fridge around
¢ table to the couch, where she sits, takes another drink, then swears
otherfucker,” first two syllables drawn out and low, the third a hi hJ
ar peal like those little bells priests used to ring in the litany. Sie
hes back to her feet, retrieves her bag, sits again on the couch and
s from the bag a thick sheaf of papers and a red pen and proceeds

rade,
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Vlad waits. Not now, certainly. Not as she wades through work.
You take your prey in joy: insett yourself into perfection, sharp as 2
needles tip. When she entered the room, he might have done it then.
But the moment’s passed.

She grades, finishes her beer, gets another. After a while she
returns the papers to their folder, and the folder to her bag. From the
mille crate bookshelves she retrieves a bulky laptop, plugs it in, and
curns on a television show about young people living in the city, who

all have bigger apartments than hers. Onceina while, she laughs, and

Slllce can reach the light switch from her bed. The room goes dark
. . . 0 r
save for the blinking lights of coffee maker and charging cell phone and

lapto i i
ptop. He can still see her staring at the ceiling. She sighs
He stands and turns to leave. .

IIT,_I’I.OOniight glints off glass ten blocks away.
- is \'mfe has almost broken down the rifle by the time he reaches
nine seconds. She’s kept in practice. The sniper scope is stowed

already; i !
X dly], as he arrives, she's unscrewing the barrel. She must ha
readys . . . ve
rd him coming, but she waits for him to speak first

She hasn't changed from the library. Khaki pants, a cardigan

_comfortable shoes. Her hair u
: p, covered b
ewels but for his ring and her watch. y a dark cap. She wears no

!
I'm sorry,” he says, first.
“T'll say.”
£ .
How did you know?”
B 1
* “Dust on your collar, Late nights.”

:. I mean, how did you know it would be now:”

after she laughs, she drinks.

He watches her watching, He can only permit himself this once, so
it must be perfect. He tries to see che moment in his mind. Does she
lie back in her bed, smiling? Does she spy him through the curtains,
and climb on a chair to open the skylight and let him in? Does she
scream and run? Does she call his name? Do they embrace? Does he
seize her about the neck and drag her coward him while she claw
ineffectually at his eyes and cheeks until ber strength gives out?

She closes the laptop, dumps the dregs of her beer in the sink, tosse
the empty into the recycling, walks into the bathroom, closes the doot
The toilet flushes, the water runs, and he hears her floss, and brush he

1 EIhgot di;{ze—b(;mbed by crows on the sidewalk this morning. One
f the work-study kids came in high i '
: ; gh, babbling ab 1
larkness. You'te not as subtle as you used to be.§ out the peinee of

reeth, garsle and spit into the sink. “ ,
] g g P § WCH. Im out Of.PraCtiCC.”

Do it. The perfect moment won't come. Theres no such thing,

The doorknob turns.

What is he waiting for? He wants her to see him, know hi
understand him, fear him, love him at the last. Hle wants her to cha

She looks u i
p at him. He realizes he’s smili
; e’s smilin i 1
ceth, He stops. g and vith his own
‘Don't.”
ﬂ r 17l
T'm sorry.

thim around the world, wants a moonlit showdown in "

You sai " Fini i
d that already.” Finished with the rifle, she returns it to the

s¢; and closes the zipper, and stands. She’s shorter than he is, broad
ough the shoulders, “What made you stop?” B
‘She wasn't you.” |

heek,”

IHe wants to be her monstet. To transform her life in its ending.
The door opens. She emerges, wearing threadbare blue pajam
Four steps back to the couch, which she slides out into 2 bed. S
spreads sheets over the bed, a comforter on top of them, and wrigg
ander the comforter. Hair halos her head on the dark pillow.
Now.

0 what do we do now?”
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“I don't know. I thought I was strong enough to be normal. But
chese are me.” He bares his teeth at her. “Not these.” Erom his pocket
he draws the false teeth, and holds them out, wrapped in plastic, in
his palm. Closes his fingers. Plastic cracks, crumbles. He presses it to
powder, and drops bag and powder both. “Might as well kill me now.”

({4 n
Sarah,” he says.

She looks into his eyes. Th
yes. They embrace, y
lift the rifle case. 4 once, and part. She kneels to

Lid . ” #
Here,” he says. “Let me get that for you.”

“T won't.’
“Tma monster.

The next week, Friday, h .
, v, he plays catch with ; ,
“You're just more literal than most.” She looks away from him, Y with Paul in the park. They're the

only ones there save the ghosts: it’s cold, but Paul’s young, and whil

.Vlad can feel the cold it doesn't bother him. Dead tree; overhealde

keleta] fingers raking sky. Leaves spin in little whirlwinds. The sk .
blue and empty, sun already sunk behind the buildings. . "
Vlad unbuttons his coat, lets it fall. Strips off his sweater, balls it o

op of the coat. Stands in his shirtsleeves, cradles the footbz;ll with hir:

ong fingers. Tightens his grip. Does not burst the ball, only feels th
ir within resist his fingers’ pressure, - )

Paul steps back, holds up his hands.

Vlad shakes his head. “Go deeper.”

I:-Ie runs, crumbling dry leaves and breaking hidden sticks

Deeper,” Vlad calls, and waves him on. .

Here?” Vlad’s never thrown the ball this far,

“More.”

Paul stands near the edge of the park. “That’s all there is!”

Okazf,” Vlad says. “Okay. Are you ready?” |

es!

raises her knuckle to her lip. Looks back.

“You deserve a good man. A normal man.”

“I went looking for you.” She doesn’t shout, but something in her
yoice makes him retreat a step, makes his heart thrum and almost .
beat.

“I miss.” Those two words sound naked. He struggles to finish the
sentence. “T miss when we could be dangerous to one another.”

“You think you're the only one who does? You think the PT
meetings and the ask your mothers and the how’s your families a
work, you think that stuff doesn't get to me? Think I don't wonder ho
I became this person?”

“It’s not that simple. If I lose control, people

“You stopped. And if you screw up.” She nudges the rifle case wit
her toe. “There’s always that.” '

“Paul needs a normal family. We agreed.”

“Iie needs a father more. One who's not too scared of himself:
be there.”

He stops himself from shouting something he will regret. Closes his
lips, and his eyes, and thinks for a long while, as the wind blows ov
their roofrop. His eyes hure. "He needs a mother, too,” he says.

“Yes. He does.”

“I screwed up tonight.” .

“You did. But I think we can work on this. Together. How 2

1 .
is throws are well-rehearsed. Wind up slowly, and toss soft. He
them into his bones.

e forgets all that.

Bla i
! ck currents weave through the wind. A crow calls from treetops
tands, a statue of ice.

H_g throws the ball as hard as he can.

oud crack echoes through the park. Ghosts scatter, dive for

i
o The ball breaks the ai i
air, and its passage leaves a vacuum trail.
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Windows rattle and car alarms whoop. Vlad wasn’t aiming for his
son. He didn’t want to hurt him. He just wanted to throw.

Vlad’s eyes are faster even than his hands, and sharp. So he sees
Paul blink, in surprise more than fear, He sees Paul understand. He
sees Paul smile.

And he sees Paul blur sideways and catch the ball.

‘They stare at one another across the park. The ball hisses in Paul’s
hands, deflates: it broke in the catching. Wind rolls leaves between
them.

Later, neither can remember who laughed first.

They talk for hours after that. Chase one another around the
park, so fast they seem only colors on the wind. High-pitched child’s.
screams of joy, and Vlad's own voice, deep, guttural, Long after the
sky turns black and the stars don't come out, they return bome
clothes grass-stained, hair tangled with sticks and leaves, Paul doe
his homework, fast, and they watch cricket until afrer bedtime.

Sarah waits in the living room when he leaves Paul sleeping. Sh
grabs his arms and squeezes, hard enough to bruise, and pulls hir
into her kiss. :

He kisses her back with his teeth.



