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The man who sells shark teeth has made it to our town finally. We’ve
been hearing about him for some time now and it was through the
south side of town that he decided to come, pushing his wooden
wheelbarrow in front of him, the necklaces. If you’d been here yes-
terday or the day before that (any day but today, before you got used
to the town scent), you would have said apricot, something fruity,
the heaviness of sawdust, of cherry wood. You would not have said
salt, or cannery oil hanging heavy, seagull feathers. You would have
known that waiting for this man was going to take a long time, be-
cause we’re far away from waves. This is a town to wonder in, about
that man and why he’s bringing shark teeth, all the way out here.

Chela tells us that cows have the same kind of teeth. That the
necklaces are from their open mouths, the cows having dehydrated
in the foothills this past summer and the farmers thought it too dif-
ficult to get to their hillside carcasses, in the yellow grass and the
rattlesnakes. She has seen this man picking at the rotting heads of
the cows, that he carried pliers and a little saw. His wooden wheel-
barrow at the side of the road and him shouting at the birds to get
away.

He comes now, down our street, without bells or horns like the
men selling snow cones from their three-wheeled bicycles. We came

out because we’ve been waiting and thought we could hear the clat-
ter of the necklaces against each other, all the way down the street,
though they’re not hanging but coiled one on top of the other. In a
little brown cloth sack held in the palm of his hand, he accepts our
dimes and quarters and then, around each of us, he ties a tooth. Each
on a brown leathery string that, after he’s gone, will leave our necks
stained with a sticky oil. No, you can’t have two, he tells us, just
one, and it’s not a toy. And to show us, he takes a face, the left cheek
in his old hand, and with his other hand he traces an X on the right
cheek with the sharp tip of tooth. The lines begin, but do not bleed,
do not break.

“No es jugete, niños,” he tells us again.
We don’t believe Chela anymore, but we do listen to Pancha, and

she says she knows why the man comes. Because he is like the spi-
ders that we step on, the daddy longlegs that crawl down from the
corners of our houses, that you must throw them out after you hear
them pop. If not, their little babies come in the middle of the night
to slip up your nose, in your mouth and ears to lay more eggs and
turn your body into a web.

And this tooth?
This tooth is simple—we can’t take it off now. We must search

for it in the morning when we open our eyes, and if it isn’t there,
then we know it has gathered with the other teeth around the neck
of a child who doesn’t wear one. It has gathered with its brothers and
sisters to ring tight and push through a sleeping neck till the skin
breaks. We’re glad that the man came today, because we’ve been
hearing too much about him in the school yard, the boys kicking
dust and saying that it isn’t true, but they are like us and stay awake
at night. In the dark, awake, even if brothers are there and snoring.

And even now, the dust-kicking boys do the same we do. They
cannot sleep. They hold their shark tooth between their fingers and
poke themselves with it if their eyes shut, won’t let it leave now that
they have it. Never wanted it to come in the first place.
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We can see them, from a distance, as a group of friends. We know that a group
of friends walking together to the one bar in town cannot line up side by side
as they do on television. They must walk in pairs or threes, sometimes ones.
From a distance, we can see them as just a group of friends, but if we got
closer, if we let the adjectives take on their clothes (black pants, loose blue
jeans, shiny shoes, shirts spread across impossible backs) or scents in the air
(cigarettes because some of them get nervous, the mingle of three colognes,
one like lemons), we would find that the group is a mangle of hesitations. We
can see two of them trying to walk on either side of Tomás, that Nestor is
alone and trying to keep up.
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