Eat Me
BY ROBERT R. McCAMMON

A question gnawed, day and night, at Jim Crisp. He pondered it as he walked the streets, while adark
rain fell and rats chattered at hisfeet; he mulled over it ashe sat in his gpartment, staring at the Static on
the televison screen hour after hour. The question haunted him as he sat in the cemetery on Fourteenth
Street, surrounded by empty graves. And this burning question was. when did love die?

Thinking took effort. It made hisbrain hurt, but it seemed to Jm that thinking was hislagt link with life.
He used to be an accountant, along time ago. He' d worked with afirm downtown for over twenty
years, had never been married, hadn’t dated much either. Numbers, logic, the ritual's of mathemeatics had
been the center of hislife; now logic itself had gone insane, and no one kept records anymore. He had a
terrible sensation of not belonging in thisworld, of being suspended in anightmare that would stretch to
the boundaries of eternity. He had no need for deep any longer; something inside him had burst awhile
back, and he’ d lost the ten or twelve pounds of fat that had gathered around his middle over the years.
His body was lean now, so light sometimes a strong wind knocked him off hisfeet. The smell came and
went, but Jm had acassload of English Leather in his gpartment and he took baths in the tuff.

The open maw of time frightened him. Days without number |lay ahead. What was there to do, when
there was nothing to be done? No one called the roll, no one punched the time-clock, no one set the
deadlines. Thiswarped freedom gave asense of power to others; to Jm it was the most confining of
prisons, because dl the symbols of order—stoplights, calendars, clocks—were il there, still working,
yet they had no purpose or sense, and they reminded him too much of what had been before.

Ashewalked, amlesdy, through the city’ s streets he saw others moving past, some as peaceful as
deepwakers, someraging in the grip of private tortures. Jm came to a corner and stopped, ingtinctively
obeying the DON'T WALK sgn; ahigh squedling noise caught his attention, and he looked to hisleft.

Rats were scurrying wildly over one of the lowest forms of humanity, a half-decayed corpse that had
recently awakened and pulled itsdlf from the grave. The thing crawled on the wet pavement, struggling on
onethin arm and two sticklike legs. The rats were chewing it to pieces, and as the thing reached Jm, its
skeletd facelifted and the single dim cod of an eye found him. From its mouth came arattling noise,
dtifled when severd rats squeezed themsalves between the gray lipsin search of softer flesh. Jm hurried
on, not waiting for the light to change. He thought the thing had said Whhhyyy? and for that question he
had no answer.

Hefdt shamein the coil of hisentrails. When did love die? Had it perished at the sametime asthis
living death of human flesh had begun, or had it dready died and decayed long before? He went on,
through the somber streets where the buildings brooded like tombstones, and he felt crushed benegath the
weight of londliness.

Jm remembered beauty: ayellow flower, the scent of awoman’s perfume, the warm sheen of a
woman' s hair. Remembering was another bar in the prison of bones; the power of memory taunted him
unmercifully. He remembered walking on his lunch hour, Sighting a pretty girl and following her for a
block or two, enraptured by fantasies. He had always been searching for love, for someone to be joined
with, and had never redized it S0 vitdly before now, when the gray city wasfull of rats and the restless
dead.

Someone with a cavity where its face had been stumbled past, arms waving blindly. What once had
been achild ran by him, and left the scent of rot in itswake. Jm lowered his head, and when agust of hot
wind hit him he lost his balance and would have dammed into a concrete wall if he hadn’t grabbed hold



of abolted-down mailbox. He kept going, deeper into the city, on pavement he' d never walked when he
wasdive.

At theintersection of two unfamiliar streets he thought he heard music: the crackle of aguitar, the low
grunting of adrumbest. He turned againgt the wind, fighting the gusts that threstened to hurl him into the
air, and followed the sound. Two blocks ahead astrobe light flashed in a cavernous entrance. A sign that
read THE COURTY ARD had been broken out, and across the front of the building was scrawled
BONEYARD in black spray paint. Figures moved within the entrance: dancers, gyrating in the flash of
the strobes.

The thunder of the music repulsed him—the soft grace of Brahms remained his [ullaby, not the raucous
crudity of Grave Rock—~but the activity, the movement, the heat of energy drew him closer. He
scratched a maddening itch on the dry flesh at the back of his neck and stood on the threshold while the
music and the glare blew around him. The Courtyard, he thought, glancing at the old sign. It wasthe
name of a place that might once have served white wine and polite jazz music—a singles bar, maybe,
wherethe londy went to meet the lonely. The Boneyard it was now, dl right: arealm of dancing
skeletons. Thiswas not hiskind of place, but till.... the noise, lights, and gyrations spoke of another kind
of loneliness. It wasasingles bar for the living dead, and it beckoned him in.

Jm crossed the threshold, and with one desiccated hand he smoothed down his remaining bits of
black hair.

And now he knew what hell must be like: asmoky, rot-smelling pandemonium. Some of the things
writhing on the dance floor were missing arms and legs, and one thin figure in the midst of awhirl logt its
hand; the withered flesh skidded across the linoleum, was crushed underfoot asits owner scrabbled after
it, and then its owner was likewise pummeled down into atwitching mass. On the bandstand were two
guitar players, adrummer, and alegless thing hammering a an eectric organ. Jm avoided the dance
floor, moving through the crowd toward the blue-neon bar. The drum’ s pounding offended him, in an
obscene way; it reminded him too much of how his heartbeat used to feel before it clenched and ceased.

Thiswas aplace his mother—God rest her soul—would have warned him to avoid. He had never
been one for nightlife, and looking into the decayed faces of some of these people was a preview of
torments that lay ahead— but he didn’t want to leave. The drumbest was so loud it destroyed dl
thinking, and for awhile he could pretend it was indeed his own heart returned to scarlet life; and thet, he
redized, was why the Boneyard was full from wall to wall. Thiswas amockery of life, yes, but it wasthe
best to be had.

The bar’ s neon lit up the rotting faces like blue-shadowed Halloween masks. One of them, down to
shreds of flesh clinging to yellow bone, shouted something unintelligible and drank from abottle of beer;
the liquid streamed through the fissurein his throat and down over hisviolet shirt and gold chains. Hies
swarmed around the bar, drawn to the reek, and Jm watched as the customers pressed forward. They
reached into their pockets and changepurses and offered freshly-killed rats, roaches, spiders, and
centipedes to the bartender, who placed the objectsin alarge glassjar that had replaced the cash
register. Such wasthe currency of the Dead World, and a particularly juicy rat bought two bottles of
Miller Lite. Other people were laughing and hollering—gasping, brittle sounds that held no semblance of
humanity. A fight broke out near the dance floor, and atwisted arm thunked to the linoleum to the
ddighted roar of the onlookers.

“1 know you!” A woman'sface thrust forward into Jm'’s. She had tatters of gray hair, and shewore
heavy makeup over sunken cheeks, her forehead swollen and cracked by some horrible inner pressure.
Her glittery dress danced with light, but smelled of gravedirt. “Buy meadrink!” she said, grasping his
am. A flap of flesh at her throat fluttered, and Jm realized her throat had been dashed. “Buy mea



drink!” sheinssted.
“No,” Jm sad, trying to bresk free. “No, I’'m sorry.”

“You'rethe onewho killed me!” she screamed. Her grip tightened, about to snap Jim'sforearm. “Yes
you are! You killed me, didn’'t you?’ And she picked up an empty beer bottle off the bar, her face
contorted with rage, and started to smash it againgt his skull.

But before the blow could fall aman lifted her off her feet and pulled her away from Jm; her
fingernalsflayed to the bones of Jm’sarm. Shewas still screaming, fighting to pull away, and the man,
who wore a T-shirt with Boneyard painted acrossit, said, “ She' safresh one. Sorry, mac,” before he
hauled her toward the entrance. The woman’ s scream got shriller, and Jim saw her forehead burst open
and ooze like astomped snail. He shuddered, backing into a dark corner—and there he bumped into

another body.
“Excuseme,” he said. Started to move away. Glanced a whom he' d collided with.

And saw her.

She wastrembling, her skinny arms wrapped around her chest. She gill had most of her long brown
hair, but in placesit had diminished to the texture of spiderwebs and her scalp showed. Still, it waslovely
hair. It looked amost hedthy. Her pale blue eyeswere liquid and terrified, and her face might have been
pretty once. She had lost most of her nose, and gray-rimmed craters pitted her right cheek. Shewas
wearing sensble clothes: askirt and blouse and a swester buttoned to the throat. Her clothes were dirty,
but they matched. Shelooked like alibrarian, he decided. She didn’t belong in the Boneyard—but, then,
where did anyone belong anymore?

He was about to move away when he noticed something else that caught aglint of frenzied light.

Around her neck, just peeking over the collar of her swester, wasasilver chain, and on that chain
hung atiny cloisonne heart.

It was afragile thing, like abit of bone china, but it held the power to freeze Jim before he took
another step.

“That's... that’ svery pretty,” he said. He nodded at the heart.
Instantly her hand covered it. Parts of her fingers had rotted off, like his own.

Helooked into her eyes; she stared—or at least pretended to—right past him. She shook like a
frightened deer. Jm paused, waiting for abreak in the thunder, nervoudy casting his gaze to the floor. He
caught awnhiff of decay, and whether it was from himsdlf or her he didn’t know; what did it matter? He
shivered too, not knowing what €lse to say but wanting to say something, anything, to make a connection.
He sensed that at any moment the girl—whose age might be anywhere from twenty to forty, snce Death
both tightened and wrinkled at the same time—might bolt past him and be lost in the crowd. He thrust
his handsinto his pockets, not wanting her to see the exposed fingerbones. “ Thisisthefirst time I’ ve
been here” hesaid. “I don't go out much.”

She didn’t answer. Maybe her tongue is gone, he thought. Or her throat. Maybe she wasinsane,
which could be ared possihbility. She pressed back against thewall, and Jim saw how very thin shewas,
skin gtretched over frail bones. Dried up on the inside, he thought. Just like me.

“My nameisJdm,” hetold her. “What' syours?’



Again, noreply. I'm no good at this he agonized. Singles bars had never been his“scene’, asthe
saying went. No, hisworld had always been his books, hisjob, his classica records, his cramped little
gpartment that now seemed like afour-waled crypt. There was no use in standing here, trying to make
conversation with adead girl. He had dared to eat the peach, as Eliot’s Prufrock lamented, and found it
rotten.

“Brenda,” she said, so suddenly it dmogst startled him. She kept her hand over the heart, her other arm
across her sagging breasts. Her head was lowered, her hair hanging over the cratered cheek.

“Brenda,” Jm repeated; he heard hisvoice tremble. “ That’ sanice name.”
She shrugged, still pressed into the corner asif trying to squeeze through achink in the bricks.

Another moment of decision presented itself. It was amoment in which Jm could turn and walk three
paces away, into the howling mass a the bar, and release Brenda from her corner; or amoment in which
Brenda could tell him to go away, or curse him to hisface, or scream with haunted dementiaand that
would be the end of it. The moment passed, and none of those things happened. There was just the
drumbeat, pounding across the club, pounding like a counterfeit heart, and the roaches ran their race on
the bar and the dancers continued to fling bits of flesh off their bodies like autumn leaves.

Hefdt he had to say something. “| wasjust walking. | didn’t mean to come here.” Maybe she
nodded. Maybe; he couldn’t tell for sure, and the light played tricks. “I didn’t have anywhere eseto go,”
he added.

She spoke, in awhispery voice that he had to strain to hear: “Me neither.”

Jm shifted hisweight—what weight he had l€ft. “Would you. .. liketo dance?’ he asked, for want of
anything better.

“Oh, no!” Shelooked up quickly. “No, | can’t dance! | mean... | used to dance, sometimes, but... |
can't dance anymore.”

Jm understood what she meant; her bones were brittle, just as his own were. They were both as
fragile as husks, and to get out on that dance floor would tear them both to pieces. “ Good,” he said. “I
can't dance either.”

She nodded, with an expression of rdlief. There was an ingtant in which Jim saw how pretty she must
have been before dl this happened—not pretty in aflashy way, but pretty as homespun lace—and it
made hisbrain ache. “Thisisaloud place,” hesaid. “Too loud.”

“I’ve... never been here before.” Brendaremoved her hand from the necklace, and again both arms
protected her chest. “I knew this place was here, but...” She shrugged her thin shoulders. “I don't
know.”

“You're...” londly, hedmost said. Aslonely as| am. “...alone?’ he asked.
“1 havefriends,” she answered, too fadt.

“I don't,” he said, and her gaze lingered on hisface for afew seconds before she looked away. “I
mean, not inthisplace,” he amended. “I don’'t know anybody here, except you.” He paused, and then he
had to ask the question: “Why did you come here tonight?’

She amost spoke, but she closed her mouth before the words got out. | know why, Jim thought.
Because you're searching, just like I am. Y ou went out walking, and maybe you came in here because



you couldn’t stand to be alone another second. | can look at you, and hear you screaming. “Would you
liketo go out?’ he asked. “Walking, | mean. Right now, so we can talk?’

“I don’t know you,” she said, uneasly.
“I don’t know you, either. But I'd liketo.”
“I'm...” Her hand fluttered up to the cavity where her nose had been. “ Ugly,” shefinished.

“You'renot ugly. Anyway, I’'m no handsome prince.” He smiled, which stretched the flesh on hisface.
Brendamight have amiled, alittle bit; again, it was hard to tdll. “I’'m not acrazy,” Jm reassured her. “I'm
not on drugs, and I’'m not looking for somebody to hurt. | just thought... you might like to have some

company.”

Brendadidn’t answer for amoment. Her fingers played with the cloisonne heart. “ All right,” she said
findly. “But not too far. Just around the block.”

“Just around the block,” he agreed, trying to keep his excitement from showing too much. He took her
arm— she didn’t seem to mind hisfleshlessfingers—and carefully guided her through the crowd. Shefdt
light, like adry-rotted stick, and he thought that even he, with his shrunken muscles, might be ableto lift
her over his head.

Outsde, they walked away from the blast of the Bone-yard. The wind was getting stronger, and they
soon were holding to each other to keep from being swept away. “ A storm’s coming,” Brendasaid, and
Jm nodded. The sormswere fast and ferocious, and their winds made the buildings shake. But Jim and
Brenda kept walking, first around the block and then, at Brenda s direction, southward. Their bodies
were bent like question marks; overhead, clouds masked the moon and blue stresks of electricity began
to lance across the sky.

Brendawas not atalker, but shewas agood listener. Jim told her about himsalf, about thejob he
used to have, about how he' d aways dreamed that someday he' d have hisown firm. He told her about a
trip he once took, as ayoung man, to Lake Michigan, and how cold he recalled the water to be. Hetold
her about a park he visited once, and how he remembered the sound of happy laughter and the smell of
flowers. “I misshow it used to be,” he said, before he could stop himsdlf, because in the Dead World
voicing such regretswas a punishable crime. “I miss beauty,” hewent on. “I miss... love”

Shetook his hand, bone against bone, and said, “ Thisiswherel live.”

It was aplain brownstone building, many of the windows broken out by the windstorms. Jm didn’t
ask to go to Brenda s apartment; he expected to be turned away on the front steps. But Brenda till had
hold of hishand, and now she was |leading him up those steps and through the glasdess door.

Her apartment, on the fourth floor, was even smdler than Jm’s. The walls were a somber gray, but
the lights revealed atreasure—pots of flowers set around the room and out on the fire escape. “ They're
slk,” Brendaexplained, before he could ask. “But they look redl, don’t they?’

“They look... wonderful.” He saw a stereo and speakers on atable, and near the equipment was a
collection of records. He bent down, his knees creaking, and began to examine her tastein music.
Another shock greeted him: Beethoven... Chopin... Mozart... Vivadi... Strauss. And, yes, even
Brahms. “Oh!” he said, and that was al he could say.

“I found most of those,” she said. “Would you like to listen to them?”

“Yes. Please”



She put on the Chopin, and as the piano chords swelled, so did thewind, whistling in the hal and
making the windowstremble.

And then she began to talk about hersdlf: She had been a secretary, in arefrigeration plant acrossthe
river. Had never married, though she' d been engaged once. Her hobby was making silk flowers, when
she could find the materid. She missed ice cream most of all, she said. And summer—what had
happened to summer, likeit used to be? All the days and nights seemed to bleed together now, and
nothing made any of them different. Except the storms, of course, and those could be dangerous.

By the end of thethird record, they were sitting Side by side on her sofa. The wind had gotten very
strong outside; the rain came and went, but the wind and lightning remained.

“I liketdking toyou,” shetold him. “1 fed like... I've known you for along, long time.”

“I dotoo. I'mglad | cameinto that place tonight.” He watched the storm and heard the wind shriek.
“I don't know how I’ m going to get home.”

“You... don't haveto go,” Brendasaid, very quietly. “I’d likefor you to stay.”

He stared at her, unbelieving. The back of his neck itched fiercely, and the itch was spreading to his
shoulders and arms, but he couldn’t move.

“I don’'t want to be done,” she continued. “I’'m awaysaone. It sjust that... | misstouching. Isthat
wrong, to misstouching?’

“No. | don’t think s0.”
Sheleaned forward, her lipsamost brushing his, her eyesamost pleading. “Eat me,” she whispered.

Jm sat very Hill. Eat me: the only way |eft to fed pleasurein the Dead World. He wanted it, too; he
needed it, so badly. “Eat me,” he whispered back to her, and he began to unbutton her swester.

Her nude body was riddled with craters, her breasts sunken into her chest. His own was sallow and
emaciated, and between histhighs his peniswas agray, usdess piece of flesh. She reached for him, he
knelt beside her body, and as she urged “Eat me, eat me,” histongue played circles on her cold skin;
then histeeth went to work, and he bit away the first chunk. She moaned and shivered, lifted her head
and tongued hisarm. Her teeth took a piece of flesh from him, and the ecstasy arrowed aong his spind
cord like an eectric shock.

They clung to each other, shuddering, their teeth working on arms and legs, throat, chest, face. Faster
and faster till, asthe wind crashed and Beethoven thundered; gobbets of flesh fell to the carpet, and
those gobbets were quickly snatched up and consumed. Jm felt himsalf shrinking, being transformed
from one into two; the incandescent moment had enfolded him, and if there had been tearsto cry, he
might have wept with joy. Herewas love, and here was alover who both claimed him and gave her al.

Brenda steeth closed on the back of Jm’sneck, crunching through the dry flesh. Her eyesclosed in
rapture as Jim ate the rest of the fingers on her |left hand—and suddenly there was anew sensation, a
scurrying around her lips. Thelove wound on Jm’s neck was erupting smal yellow roaches, like gold
coins spilling from abag, and Jm’ sitching subsided. He cried out, hisface burrowing into Brenda' s
abdomind cavity.

Their bodies entwined, the flesh being gnawed away, their shrunken ssomachs bulging. Brendabit off
his ear, chewed, and swallowed it; fresh passion coursed through Jm, and he nibbled away her
lips—they did tagte like dightly overripe peaches—and ran histongue across her teeth. They kissed



deeply, biting pieces of their tongues off. Jm drew back and lowered hisface to her thighs. He began to
eat her, while she gripped his shoulders and screamed.

Brendaarched her body. Jm’s sexua organs were there, the testicles like dark, dried fruit. She
opened her mouth wide, extended her chewed tongue and bared her teeth; her cheekless, chinlessface
strained upward—and Jm cried out over even thewail of the wind, his body convulsing.

They continued to feast on each other, like knowing lovers. Jm'’ s body was hollowed out, most of the
flesh gone from his face and chest. Brenda' s lungs and heart were gone, consumed, and the bones of her
arms and legswere fully reveded. Their somachs swelled. And when they were near explosion, Jm and
Brendalay on the carpet, cradling each other with skeletal arms, lying on bits of flesh like the petals of
strange flowers. They were one now, each into the other—and what more could love be than this?

“I'loveyou,” Jm said, with his mangled tongue. Brenda made anoise of assent, unable to speak, and
took alast love bite from beneath his arm before she snuggled close.

The Beethoven record ended; the next one dropped onto the turntable, and alilting Strauss waltz
began.

Jm felt the building shake. He lifted his head, one eye remaining and that one sated with pleasure, and
saw the fire escagpe trembling. One of the potted plants was suddenly picked up by thewind. “Brenda,”
he said—and then the plant crashed through the glass and the sormwind came in, whipping around the
walls. Another window blew in, and as the next hot wave of wind came, it got into the hollows of the two
dried bodies and raised them off the floor like reed-ribbed kites. Brenda made a gasping noise, her arams
locked around Jim' s spind cord and his handless armsthrugt into her ribcage. The wind hurled them
againg the wall, snapping bones like matchsticks as the watz continued to play on for afew seconds
before the stereo and table went over. There was no pain, though, and no reason to fear. They were
together, in this Dead World where love was a curseword, and together they would face the storm.

The wind churned, threw them one way and then the other—and asiit withdrew from Brenda' s
gpartment it took the two bodies with it, into the charged air over the city’ sroofs.

They flew, buffeted higher and higher, bone locked to bone. The city disappeared benesath them, and
they went up into the clouds where the blue lightning danced.

They knew greset joy, and at the upper limits of the clouds where the lightning was hottest, they thought
they could seethe stars.

When the storm passed, aboy on the north side of the city found a strange object on the roof of his
gpartment building, near the pigeon roodt. It looked like a charred-black construction of bones, melded
together so you couldn’t tell where one bone ended and the other began. And in that mass of bones was
aglver chain, with asmall ornament. A heart, he saw it was. A white heart, hanging therein the tangle of
Someone' s bones.

Hewas old enough to redlize that someone—two people, maybe—had escaped the Dead World last
night. Lucky gtiffs, he thought.

Hereached in for the dangling heart, and it fell to ashes at histouch.



