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Aspects of Emptiness 

The Man with the Face of Teeth didn’t make me do this, I chose to. I want you, reader, to try something. Go into a room with a mirror. Preferably not a full length one, because you’re going to be staring at your face and you need to not be distracted by the rest of yourself. Dim the lights (don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you to do anything perverse—not in the sexual sense anyway). Make it dusk dark. Just so dark that you can barely see the outline of your features. Now, stare at yourself. Try ten minutes. Twenty if you’re feeling brave.

At some point, you’ll start to “unrecognize,” yourself. You won’t recall your mouth being so wide, or your ears being so pointy, or your nose being so prominent. Maybe your cheekbones will suddenly become hollower or your eyes brighter. Most people say this is a trick of the low light, that it is dark adaptation in stasis, which is unnatural. Low light is a half-state that the human eye is relatively unaccustomed to. We can deal with dark or with light but unbalance the two and vision scrambles to force sense onto what it is seeing.

There’s another face beneath your face. You’ll see it, peeking out from behind the face you were born with, only revealing itself in the half light. It is what you looked like Before, when you were Unstructured. When you, when I, when all of us, were aspects of emptiness. Thing is, if you stand in front of a mirror in complete darkness, the other face is fully visible. In fact whenever there is complete darkness, you can feel the soft shift of features, can feel the shadows unfurl from beneath your skin. Your synapses relax because the void wants only reunion. Of course, as soon as you turn the lights back on, the façade returns and your appearance rights itself.

Some people, once they see themselves negated, they can’t rest until the artifice is destroyed. Any method will do; razors, hooks, fire. I know several people who used a cheese grater. Tedious, but effective. Our ancestors used sharp rocks, shells, the trunks of trees even. I used acid, because that’s what the Man with the Face of Teeth brought me. People like him have never had the burden of a face. They have never been separated from their lightless purity. He held my hand as the chemical ate away at my mask, leaving the bone and muscle somewhat damaged but relatively intact.

I am a blistered, blasted nightmare.

What, underneath, are you?


Carry On, Carrion 

Children are curious, inquisitive; their minds—while delusional—are more receptive to the true nature of things. As such, the kids who creep along the sides of my crumbling home to catch a glimpse of "Melty Face," sometimes catch a glimpse of something more. Something that makes their immature understanding, their nascent reasoning, recoil in inarticulate terror.

After seeing me, one particularly perceptive twelve year old went home, ate dinner with his family, played video games with his younger brother, brushed his teeth and washed his face and—so his parents thought—went to bed. The next morning, Cameron awoke before his parents and brother. In the dark, he poured himself a bowl of cereal, added milk. Previously, the bowed shape of the spoon fit the musculature of his mouth like a hand sliding into a glove. Now, the object was no longer a utensil, but a dysfunctional deterrent to his purposes.

His father saw him first. In his bleary state the man didn't notice the black blotches of blood and tissue trailing from the bathroom into the kitchen. His patent leather slippers squelched on slick bits of flesh, ground the gore into the recently cleaned carpet.  Cameron dropped his useless spoon and gulped down his breakfast while thin cascades of pink milk dribbled from the corners of his red, red mouth. The scream woke the rest of the family.

I watched from my attic window while an ambulance carried Cameron away on a stretcher. They'd bandaged him up, stuck tubes and needles in him, tried to protect the neighbors from his revelatory act by holding up a sheet on either side of him. From my elevated vantage however, I saw the boy.

He'd shaved away his mask and in that moment, I was proud.

After the paramedics took Cameron and his family to the hospital and the lookie-loos remembered their own children inside their homes unattended, I snuck inside to see Cameron’s story scrawled raw on rubicund walls.

I found the spoon still on the kitchen floor. A talisman, I slid it into my mouth and the sweet, milky taste of his ripening trilled delightfully along my ganglia.

The bathroom became an abattoir. Scattered around the sink I found discarded strips of skin wrapped messily in balls of tissue paper. The gesture made my heart hurt. I stood in front of the mirror and searched my scabrous reflection while imagining Cameron's compulsion. He saw the parasitic shroud and could no longer bear its morbid weight, but he also recognized the sentimental value held by the collection of inherited features. So he didn't discard them, he saved them as a sort of keepsake for a family that would see him only as forever ruined.

Above the boy's bed I scrawled the sigil into the wall with the edge of the spoon's handle. Once Cameron and the family return, when the dark reaches its umbral peak, the Man with a Face of Teeth will come.

As he came to me.

~*~

It was a desolate September night. The moon loomed bright and large and clear. A great silver menace; radiating cold hatred, revealing weird atmospheres of bone-colored stars and gas-green heavens.

My car sat like a lone ship in a vast pavement ocean.

The strap of my bag dug into my shoulder. Heavy with shit essays to grade and notebooks of my own shit to provide some kind of balance. Shifting the bag to grab my keys, I pushed the button to unlock the door. Tossed my satchel into the passenger seat.

A sharp, stainless kiss near my ankle. It was then I realized I had always been waiting for doom. Should have checked underneath the car. Should have carried my keys in a tight fist to claw the metal prongs across my assailant’s demented face. Should have had someone from security walk me out; that one big guy, possibly slow. Stan? Sam? The back of his head is flat as a cutting board. Should have parked out front. Should have taken another job. Should have been born male.

Should have, should have.

Instead of looking down I looked up. What was the point, right? There was someone underneath my car. They’d been waiting. They stuck me with something. A sedative smothered the panic scorching my insides. Why be afraid?

Why?

Because I looked up.  

And in the moonless sky shone a face made of white teeth.

~*~

“Welcome to the Carcass House.”

Slow-surfacing in a soft sea. A bright blob of light. Immobile while the waves danced. The light had a face.

Pain. Pain like a lens, drew my nerves into synaptic focus. I preferred the blur.

“Welcome to the Carcass House.”

~*~

The place was damp. The air cold, yet thick with fluid. I sat tied to a wooden chair. To my right was a hallway lit by a bare bulb. Before the hallway was a small room with dingy paint peeling from the walls and what looked like dirty red shag carpeting. Two legs jutted out from behind the doorframe. Obnoxious sneakers and tight, hipster jeans the color of pink chalk. Some kid. My heart skipped a beat, then thundered.

A kid.

CLOMP CLOMP CLOMP

The room shook and my muscles seized. They remembered something I did not. I closed my eyes. I remembered hearing the sound filtered through fathoms of unconsciousness. Big boots stomped down old wooden stairs. I feigned a stupor and my head lolled onto my right shoulder. I peeked through barely open slits. I didn’t lift my head, so I couldn’t see—you didn’t want to see—his face. From the shoulders down I knew he was my assailant. Broad, muscular, in a mustard colored sweater, and black jeans. He carried something large and mechanical in one titan hand. Was there a blade on it?  An electrical cord trailed behind him.

A stuffed-down scream erupted from the small room. I lifted my head, looked around. What if there was just the three of us? The sneakers were flexing back and forth, right and left, in unison. His legs had to be bound together. I twisted my hands in their bonds. Some kind of plastic fiber, stung like a bitch, rubbed my skin raw.  I kept pulling. The sneakers shuddered. Another smothered scream. I rocked against the chair, jerked myself forward. A fiery circlet of pain gnawed into each wrist. Beads of sweat broke across my forehead. The muscles in my arms faintly complained. Shut up, just keep pulling. I realized, foolishly, that my bladder was painfully full. The noose on my right wrist tightened but the left remained the same. My hands were tied onto two different parts of the chair. I couldn’t use one to undo the other.


Pull. Pull.


The screaming stopped. I looked up, held my breath. I could only see a shadow against the wall opposite the boy with the sneakers. I didn’t know how—blame the blasphemous physics of the space—but I heard him inhale, I heard the scream building up in his throat, I anticipated the clamor, but then…

The sharp whir of an electric saw. Electric metal teeth tore through wet pockets of biological inks. Exposed organs glistened with lurid sheens of chemicals.

His scream went shrill. I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see.

~*~

My assailant pulled the boy out of the room piece by piece and made a pile of him in front of me. I didn’t start screaming until he sat the shoes on top of the soggy pile, dribbling noisily against the concrete floor. The man, whose face was still an impossibility I could not and would not acknowledge, clomped back up the stairs.

Alone, I listened to that soft drip until it stopped. The boy’s sneakers were stained a deep red, and at their openings peeked the severed stumps of his feet.

I started to laugh. And the force of the laughter pushed the urine out of me. The bright sound echoed against the moldering basement walls. Beneath that sound was the liquid music of elimination.

Me and the boy, dripping together in the dark.

After that, the Man with the Face of Teeth brought me a container of a substance with a smell so corrosive it made my nose run and my eyes sting as soon as he entered the room. He untied me. I didn’t even try to run or to clean myself. What difference did it make?

On the surface of the sizzling tub of acid, I watched my reflection warp and bend.

“You know what happens after we die, don’t you?”

His reflection nodded.

“It’s not the end. That’s why you came to me.”

He nodded again.

For the first time, I looked up at him. The teeth grew concentrically outward; bicuspids, incisors, canines, molars, around and around and around. There was a tough pink line of tissue that encompassed the point of contact between his dentition and skull. No hair grew past that line, though he had a full head of dark hair. No teeth grew farther than that boundary.

I looked back down at the caustic liquid. If he told me “no,” at least I wouldn’t have to see it. “While I do this, will you hold my hand?”

I bent over and shoved my face into the chemical.

And the Man with the Face of Teeth slipped his hand into mine.


All the Hellish Cruelties of Heaven 


March 19th a chorus of cracked angels



Black sky, white moon, red face. This one found in Aker Field beneath a stone archway. The carcass sat quietly among coils of unassuming brambles and clusters of guileless wildflowers, serene in the shadows until an early morning jogger tripped and tumbled over her outstretched leg. What must that moment of discovery have felt like? First, embarrassment and anger, the timber of both dependent upon the severity of the fall. Then, a cold curiosity. Standing up, seeing the weird inertia of a limp limb, reaching out to move the vegetation. That mirrored moment of recognition: that is a human. Then, the blissful bite of revelation: that is a human undone. The news reports are scant in their details; “young woman mutilated,” or “another victim of a vicious crime.” During our walking meditations the asphalt and brick, the glass and steel, tell the tales too graphic for oral enunciation. The first girl was cut open and sewn back up after he tucked shards of tumbled rose quartz beneath her heart. He unburdened the second girl of her eyes; threaded her sockets through with thorny vine and turned her nasal bone into a slender spool. And the most recent one; someone’s mother—such is the rumor—peeled away her face and replaced her flesh with the bloodied petals of “lady in red” roses. 


Since this began, I have welcomed his ghosts into my virgin bed. Tutored by the crystal-hearted courtesan, together we solve all the prickly riddles of vulnerability. The eyeless priestess bestows me a taste of her oracle thorns to let his fingertips bleed atop the spongy gauze of my tongue. Tonight, I will fall asleep with the crimson death’s head beside me on the pillow. In my dreams, she prophesies. Skinless whispers of my beloved; freed now with his face in my hands.


March 21st such is the emptiness


Pierced by love, life is mundane and grey. A cliché structured by platitudes. Morning; the slow slide from sleep to wakefulness, fragile golden light seeping through fractured grey clouds, the tightening noose of consciousness. A parade of worries while the rest of the house wakes. Coffee and buttered toast at the breakfast table, Judith admonished Deva for messing up the litany at yesterday’s evensong. At least it wasn’t me this time. The ritual cleansing and dressing of bodies. Like clockwork cuckoos we bumble and gambol into formation, mechanistically march from our living quarters through the courtyard gardens and into the temple. 

Formerly, this was a place of light and life. A secluded haven for the Daughters of the Despairing God to worship in peace. A tight cocoon of warm colors, sandalwood incense burning in brass censers, whispered pleas for the strength needed to do the work. I sat silently throughout the service, gestured at the appropriate intervals, responded automatically to Judith’s calls. Finally, she released us into our day of work and prayer. After halfheartedly evangelizing to a rotating pile of junkie wastrels (one, called “Bony Joanie” I believe), I returned to the cave-like comforts of my room. I watched the news obsessively for the merest mention of him, but there was nothing. 

Of course.


March 22nd a lexicon of furious decomposition


I found the Rotting Man sprawled on a concrete platform underneath Clarksdale Bridge. He was sleeping on a flattened cardboard box, surrounded by empty forty ounce bottles and cigarette butts. I could hear his snores before I made it all the way up the embankment. His living reaffirms my faith. He is porous, his skin dotted with lesions that serve as peepholes into his grotesque anatomy. He is a grammar of putrid colors. When he moves, the grey-green clumps of exposed muscle wriggle and throb like malformed worms burrowing deeper into the rank caverns of his body. Blessed be the Rotting Man.   

Kneeling beside him, I reached into the pocket of my skirt and removed a prepared syringe. It took me some time to determine where to inject him, until the most obvious location revealed itself when a tiny cockroach crawled out from the matted forest of his hair. His scalp was surprisingly tender, the needle quickly finding purchase. I tossed the cap and device into the river. Once he stirred, I backed away from him slowly, careful not to tip over any of the detritus that lingered on his pitiful altar. Normally, the corrosive opioid infantilized him. Over the last few months, he became my drooling idiot, eager to entertain all the strange suggestions my creative consciousness could conceive. 

Except he sat up with a speed and agility that surprised me. He touched his pitted face and keened. “No, no, no, no… please… leave me alone.” He clenched his eyes shut and pounded his filthy fists against his head. “I didn’t do nothin’,” why you gotta fuck with me?” Still unaware of his audience he opened his eyes and stood up. Dusk had reached her chiaroscuro peak, and in the fading light he became a mad prophet proselytizing to castle ruins in a forgotten desert. Something about the shadow he threw against the graffiti covered wall of the overpass shook me. A burst of electricity sizzled up my spine. “Fucking bitch! I know it’s you!” Frantic, hands shaking, he brought the nearest bottle to his mouth, tipped it back, and screamed. He stared at it in disbelief and enraged, smashed it against the ground. “I’m gonna kill you!” He picked up another bottle, also clearly empty, sought some elixir from its depths and finding none shrieked again and flung the bottle into the inhabited darkness. I started to turn away but I was so enraptured by his rage that my reflexes were stunted. The heavy glass struck my lower lip and chin, the impact enough to make me stagger backwards.

A sliver of pain and a splash of hot blood. Instinctively I screamed and the sound, which hadn’t blistered the air in decades, shattered every remaining bottle. Above us, the susurrus of traffic exploded into a cacophony of screeching tires, twisting metal, sheared fiberglass. Screams. Curses. The acrid smell of burning. My heart seemed to float up and outside of my body. The Rotting Man approached me, ghastly hands outstretched in apology or anger, I couldn’t tell. I was stretched between two worlds.


—dancing in the valley’s firelight while great wings of black smoke beat the air. Calfskin drums struck with the heads of polished bone. A psalterion, plucked frenetically in time to the pulsing rhythm. A timbrel in my hand, shaking almost to its own accord. The shriek of reed flutes slicing through the night like swords. The lyre, wordless yet commanding, each strum of the plectrum reverberates through my viscera. Beneath it all, the screams of the burning children, the sanctified ones, the gifts to the Unforgiving God. In unison, we dancers raise our left hands and signal our devotion to the Horned One; index and smallest fingers outstretched, middle and ring fingers tucked behind the folded thumb. HAIL MOLOCH, we cry. PRAISE MOLOCH, we thrust our poised hands into the night. Looming above us is the idol in bronze, the massive Bull God, the Glorious Heart of Pain—


I emerged from the memory alone on the embankment. The sky was darker than God’s venom. I still don’t know where the Rotting Man is. The last image I can recall is his dirt encrusted face stretched out in absurd terror. On the bridge they cleared away most of the wreckage. There were dark stains on the asphalt, hopefully blood. I wanted to lift my fists to the sky in praise of the King of the Valley, but it seemed wrong to do so without the accompaniment of frenzied music. Deva said I should tell Judith of my experience with the Rotting Man. I can’t and won’t. Judith will take him from me, ply him with drugs and maybe even sex, let him sleep enveloped in the fragrant promises of her bed.

We’ll find him the next day like we find them every few months; eyes bulging from his head, peering helplessly over the rim of a basket.

It’s like she never left that goddamn tent.


March 24th the blackened figure was a skeleton


Still nothing of him. The ghosts are feverish in their devotion. I ignore them. I’m cold.


March 26th the skin sinks into cavities



I was right; Bony Joanie is a believer. Of course, she has the name because a life of violation has left her with little more than a vague skeletal structure and just enough tissue to be of momentary use. Beneath the grey, grimy tank top her shoulder blades are clipped wings. Her torso is a paper lantern of ribs and sallow skin. We sat up against an old computer repair shop. The large display window had been boarded up and someone had spray-painted “ite maledicte in ignes aeternum” over the particleboard. It makes me smile every time I see it. 


“I want to be like you.”

It was still early, the sun barely up. The skid row streets were mostly quiet, almost peaceful.

“What does that mean?”

She shrugged her amputated wings, took another drag off her cigarette. “Like, the way you live. In that church. Seems nice. I could go for that.”

My heart thrashed inside my chest. A new vessel to enlighten? Even Judith would be proud. I wanted Joanie to survive the awakening. While the thoughts of previous failures provided a blissful ache, ultimately their potential was stolen from the world because of my zeal. It was my guilt and I carried it alone. Not even Moloch would claim it.
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