MARY A. TURZILLO
M RANDA' S MONSTER

Fairchild hall |ooked Iike a castle, but Mranda Perletier thought the coo
echoes and damp stone odor suggested a water-nonster's cave. It was Septenber
1968, Buckeye State University, and Mranda was hurrying to teach her very
first

cl ass.

She twi sted the key and streaked her office door open. On the cracked |inol eum
lay a big envel ope. She slid her granny glasses up the bridge of her nose,

sl eeked her long hair back, and ripped it open. Inside was a drawing in bl ack
bl ack ink: a gravestone, lettered PROFESSOR PERLETIER, R I.P. 1968.

Chilled, she turned the drawi ng over. On the back was: SORRY YOU GAVE ME THAT
F!
It was signed KANE.

An F? Never! Failing a student was too cruel. She had never even taught a
cl ass

all her own before. The note nmust be for a former occupant. She grabbed her
gr adebook and dashed upstairs.

She had wanted to be a professor since age twelve. Her inpractical

intel | ectual

father, who had swept floors at a teacher's college in lowa, had given his
children literary nanes: M randa, Dul ci nea, Caednon. From hi m she got her I|ove
of stories, her dreans of inspiring students with the magic of literature.

A crowd waited on the landing. Grls in mniskirts with teased hair and bl ack
eye nmakeup, girls with long, wild hair and dai sies painted on their cheeks.
Quys

bearded, with shaggy nanes and bell-bottom jeans belted so | ow you coul d see
tendrils of pubic hair. A few ROIC types, too, with button-down collars and
naked, vul nerable skulls. Her freshnmen. Her very first students. Their faces
were so trusting. Their mnds would be |ike sponges for her |essons of beauty.
She wanted to hug themall.

"Door's |l ocked," said a girl in elephant bell-bottons.

Awiry old lady in tweed raced up the worn stairs: Dr. Fable. "Not | ocked.
It's

those blasted Lilliputians. They did this |last year, too." She shook her
iron-gray locks |Iike a goddess from Bl ake's Prophetic Books. Students
scranbl ed

out of her way. To Mranda she said, "Get back in line, child."

M randa wanted to pull her miniskirt dowmn to make it longer. "But Dr. Fable
I'm
their teacher."”

"Ch." Fable took another |ook, as if she had missed the brand that said ROXIE
TEACHI NG ASSI STANT on Mranda's forehead. "Well, get out of the way while

open

this damm fool door." Fable kicked the | ower hinge and, with a powerful tw st,
wrenched the door open. "You can't turn your back on it; things get out." She

curtsied ironically, and bounded back downstairs, |eaving Mranda to wonder



what
t hi ngs got out of what.

"My roonmate said Fairchild Hall has ghosts,"” said a dainty girl with a big
nose
and fluffy blonde hair.

Room 203 snell ed |i ke paper and erasers. Anci ent wooden desks sat in rows,
covered with the patina of half a century of human hands, frat house synbols
gouged in their surfaces. The room was neat, enpty, waiting.

The nmural was waiting too.

The colors were deep, the lines sweeping the effect garish. Sone art student
had

done it, years ago. Septenber norning light fromthe bank of w ndows nade it
glow I i ke stained gl ass.

Ebenezer Scrooge and Titania, Queen of Fairies, nmelodramatically shared .a
spotlight, inches fromwhere the Wfe of Bath flirted with a degenerate from
Conf essions of an English Opium Eater. Julius Caesar, Brutus's dagger

pr ot rudi ng

jauntily fromhis toga, slumped at the feet of King Arthur. MIton's Satan
glared at O hello. Qulliver lay tethered by his own hair while Caliban and
Davi d

Copperfield gaped at him

But Mranda had eyes only for the nonster. Grendel. The slathering Beowul f
beast, lurid green with black saliva dripping fromhis teeth. Hunchbacked.
Eyes

red with fury. dawlike arns (the artist perhaps influenced by the
tyrannosaurus rex in Fantasia), menacing an Angl o- Saxon warrior. Mranda could
tell the warrior was Angl o- Saxon because of the dragon on his shield.

M randa quavered, "Students! This is section 101b, and | am M ss Perletier
Here

is a syllabus --" Herhands trenbled as she handed out dittoed sheets. Students
sniffed the still-wet duplicating fluid. "--and a witing assignment for our
first day."

M randa dropped the assignment sheets. A boy with a peace-sign neckl ace and
ti e-dyed gauze shirt hel ped her pick them up

"Uh, on second thought, it might be dull to wite about THE VALUE OF A LI BERAL
ARTS EDUCATI ON TO SCCI ETY. "

"Let's wite about the wall painting," said a boy with a bushy beard and
angelic

bl ue eyes.

M randa blinked. "CGood idea! Everybody wite about G endel."

Sil ence. "Who's Grendel ?" asked Bushy Beard.

M randa adored explai ning things. She told themthe story of Beowul f, acting
out

the parts.. The class period was half over when she realized that it was too

late for themto wite.

So she let themgo early, then went over to introduce herself properly to



G endel .

"Hell o, you 'bl aed-fastne feond.
and ki ssed Gendel.

Nobody was wat chi ng, so she cl osed her eyes

And -- Mranda had al ways been imaginative -- felt her |lips press a |leathery
cheek, snelling of sea-water

At the threshold of hearing, fairies tittered. But when she opened her eyes,
Titania, Gendel, and the whole nural |ooked as innocent and flat as when she
had first seen them

Dr. Fable stopped Mranda on the way out of the building. "You ve discovered
E:Lndel," she said. "Perhaps you'll discover yourself in the nmural, too."

!n her apartment, after her freshmen wote in class, Mranda was amazed t hat
Lgok her an hour to grade just one essay.

"Be cool," said Vivianne, her roommate, "and di sappear tonorrow. Luigi is
crashing here on his way to Oberlin, and we'd dig sone privacy."

"But | have papers to grade.”
"Bumer. That's what they build libraries for."

M randa went into the bedroom and brushed her hair, furiously. She didn't want
to grade papers in the library.

Vi vi anne followed her, toying with her |ove-beads. "I'll do the dishes for a
month. Dig it. A whole nmonth."

M randa pul |l ed yard-1ong | oose hairs out of the brush. "You must really like
Luigi."

Vi vi anne bl ew a kiss toward the ceiling. "The man is right on. Wat can |
say?"

M randa sighed. "Ckay, I'lIl grade in ny office."

Sat urday norning in Indian-sumrer heat, Mranda clinbed the stone steps to the
doors of Fairchild Hall. The lock was stiff; the door creaked open like the
portal to the mead hall where Beowul f greeted Hrothgar

She was tenpted to go |l ook at the Grendel nmural again. But if it took her an
hour to do just one paper, a class of thirty was going to take the whole
weekend.

So she skipped down the creaky stairs to her office and settled at the ol d oak
desk, glad that her two office mates were el sewhere.

"The Angel - Sexton period of literature is very interesting" began the first
paper. Mranda fought an inpulse to wite BORING BORING in the margin. Her
red

pen took on a life of its own, bleeding corrections and advice: TRY FOR MORE
VIVID LANGUAGE or | CAN T FOLLOW YOUR LCG C.

This was the first set of freshnmen papers Mranda had ever graded, so she did
not really find them boring. Wen she | ooked up, it was al nost lunch time. She



swung around in the oak office chair.

A man stood in the office doorway, watching.

How | ong had he been there? He wore a polyester suit too small for his big
frane

and a frayed green tie. H s eyes were angry, his face unhealthily pale and
sweaty.

She swal | owed. "Are you | ooking for someone?"

"Prof essor Perletier."

"l am Professor Perletier." The title sounded odd, but she tried to | ook
pr of essori al .

"Did you get ny note?"

Mranda felt annoyed. "Wat note?"

The man bent down and fished somethi ng out of her wastebasket. "This." He

t hr ust

it at her. The sketch of a gravestone.

"Who are you, and why are you snoopi ng through ny wast ebasket ?"

He lowered his; head as if his words had sone deep neani ng. "Kane's the nane."
M randa's stomach flipflopped. Should she call for hel p? He seemed harni ess.
Eid made a mi stake, that was all

"M. Kane, | saw that note, yes, but | just started teaching this senester. |

don't know how you even know my nane, except that it's on ny door. | certainly
didn't give you an F."

Kane | aughed. "I have the paper here. A fine paper, publishable. Best
under graduat e paper you'll ever see. And you failed it. Because it reni nded
you

of your own mediocrity."

"What are you tal king about? | never taught you." Mranda stood and put the
chair between Kane and her

"You're stupid." Kane's voice was | ow, nenacing.
"Let me see the paper." Mranda's heart hanmered in her chest.

Kane handed her a tattered paper titled "GRENDEL AND H S MOTHER FREUDI AN

| MPLI CATI ONS AND UNSPEAKABLE EVIL." (dd that the topic was |ike one she had
assi gned, but she certainly had not graded this paper. She skimed: in

fl ownery,

hysterical |anguage, it accused G endel of every crime fromincest to heroin
peddl i ng. A hunor piece? No hint of playful ness. The grader's conments, on the
| ast page, suggested that Kane get psychiatric help. Then, a big, red F

"Look," began Mranda, "here are some papers |'ve graded. You can see this
isn't
nmy penmanship. "



Kane took a menacing step into the office. Mranda backed away. "It's your
wor Kk,

bitch, and you're going to pay for it." Kane pulled fromhis pocket a pair of
purple nylon tights. He held a length of one |l eg taut between his fists.

M randa edged away. Coul d she rash by himinto the hallway?

A gruff voice bell owed, "Kane, we've warned you about haunting this building.
Maybe the police can explain to you about trespassing.”

Kane spun around. It was Dr. Fable. Fable grabbed Kane's wist. "You need
anot her stay at Mercy Pavilion?"

Kane tried to pull away, but Dr. Fable twi sted his armbehind him "G ve ne
this

toy." She snatched the purple tights. "God, to what base uses we nay cone."
She
turned to Mranda. "'You' re the new graduate student | net Wednesday."

M randa nodded, silent.

"This fell ow fanci es sone wonan professor responsible for his state. LSD put
worns in his brain that all Freud's minions can't eradicate. But he's afraid
of

me. Aren't you, hunbug?"

Kane | ooked ashaned to be cowed by someone smaller than he.
"He nust have stolen a building key. Upstairs, Wrnbrain."

Two young policenmen net themat the top of the stair. Like nost of her
generation, Mranda had m xed feelings about police. But since she had never
been arrested, never been in a sit-in, never been gassed, these policenen did
not seemlike pigs. They seenmed |ike nice nen who woul d renove Kane.

M randa went back to her office, though her m nd was not on her grading. Dr.
Fabl e cane back to check on her twice. Both tines she nearly shrieked wth
fright.

"You've nothing to fear fromthe |likes of Kane," said Fable. "You have hi dden
resources.” She tapped her own tenple and wi nked.

The incident faded frommenory. Gendel, her beautiful nonster, did not. She
had
her cl ass study Beowul f.

Beowul f was not in the textbook. But Mranda typed a translation on spirit
masters and got the secretary to run off copies. The typing was a | abor of
| ove.

"Ooo, they'll love the part about wenching off his arm" she thought, and,
"What a | ovely speech when the kingless thane steals the dragon's cup!"”

To her annoyance, her students vilified Grendel. She felt Grendel had tragic
potential: the only character in the epic who had no | eader, in a world where
mast erl ess men were outcasts. Gendel was a son of darkness, yes. But when
revenge was heaped upon revenge, murder on nurder, darkness and |light were
arbitrary.

She was wrong about the epic, her advisor told her. Inposing nodern ethica
concepts. Anachroni sm



Dr. Fable thought otherw se. "You're using your gifts," she said. And the
nmonster in the painting seened to snile toothily.

One Saturday morning, Mranda arranged to neet David, the young man with
gr anny
gl asses, concerning his paper.

She had known inmedi ately that the paper was copied. Her heart sank as she
read

critic. al terms far too advanced for any freshman. "David, David," she keened
to herself. "lIs this nmy fault? |I've been too demandi ng and you' ve felt you had
to cheat!" The source was easy to find. David knew enough to copy fromthe
best :

"The Monsters and the Critics,"” by J.R R Tol kien

Finally, Mranda deci ded David wasn't going to show "Coward," she nuttered as
she tugged her jacket on

M randa's concern went only skin deep, because she had a date for lunch at the
Art Museum

H s nanme was Dharma Stefaniski, though baptized Kenneth. She was charmed by
hi s

handsonme red beard and chestnut hair, as well as the tattoo of a rai nbow on
hi s

left arm He had a shy |lopsided smle, and an enormous record collection
Jefferson Airplane, Ravi Shankar, Iron Butterfly.

She skipped up the old stairs fromthe basement of Fairchild Hall
anti ci pating

buttered artichokes anbng the scul ptures and the fountains, then a strol
hand-i n-hand from Rodi n's nassive "The Thinker" to the vol uptuous "Cupid and
Psyche." They woul d giggle over Cupid' s satiated smile, then spend the

eveni ng;

listening to Dharma's records.

Bl ocki ng the door, daylight and cold air streanming into Fairchild Hall from
behi nd him stood a dark figure.

Kane.

"They gave me drugs." Kane let the door creak closed. "But | didn't forget."

M randa edged back, planning exit routes. "Forget what?"

"The F on that paper."

"Ch, cone on!" Mranda expl oded. "You know very well | didn't give you an F on

that paper. You got it years ago from sone teacher that went on to teach
sonewhere el se.”

"No. You gave it to ne." Kane ran his finger over the edge of a strange sword
she suddenly noticed he had brought.

No, not a sword. The bl ade, heavy and sharp as a guillotine blade, fromthe
paper-cutter in the English office

M randa was scared, but also furious. Dr. Fable said Kane was harnl ess. The
ment al hospital had rel eased him But here he was, with a heavy, sharp weapon.



Not only was he threatening her life, he was making her late to neet Dharnal!
"I showed you, that isn't even ny handwiting!"

Kane | ooked uncertai n.

"Try to renmenber the professor's face. Was she young, |ike me? Did she have
| ong

hair, Iike me?"

He swung the cutter blade, then let it dangle heavily. "I know her nanme was
Perletier."

"What was her first name?"
Kane's brow knit and he peered at her darkly. "Shirley?"

"My name is Mranda! You changed her | ast nane to match mne. But you didn't
know her first name. Don't you see? It was the LSD"

Kane's nmout h puckered. He bunched his shoul ders and cradl ed the cutter bl ade.

M randa softened her voice. "Bad acid, Kane. That's all. Let ne see the
paper."

Kane propped the cutter bl ade against the door frame and produced the crunpl ed
paper .

"This isn't a bad paper at all." Humor him "lust needs nore focus."

"I flunked out of Buckeye because of that paper.’
sl eeve of his jacket.

Kane wi ped his nose on the

"Way, |1'd give this paper a C plus. O maybe a B, even."
New hostility flamed in his eyes.

"A B?" he growed. "This is publishable. This is Nobel Laureate work. Wen you
fools are dead and buried, I'Il be Professor Eneritus. My genius will blazon
forth." He lowered his voice, half nmenace, half confiding. "I spoke to the
President. He didn't answer nmy letters, so | called himand he said cone right
over. | flew He admitted right away that he'd been follow ng the plot."

"The president of the university?' Mranda choked.
Kane's eyes grew round. "No. The President of the United States."

"Ch," Mranda whispered. "Unh, why don't you wait here? |I think |I remenber this
Shirley person. 1'll call her and --"

Kane grabbed her armwith a paralyzing grip. "I won't hurt you. Just excise

t he

source of the problem" He groped for the cutter blade. "You're right-handed,
aren't you?"

M randa forced herself to relax in his grip, push toward him then jerk away.
He

was bl ocking the main doors, so she ran to the stairs. Dr. Fable's office was
on

the third floor. Fable cane in on Saturdays!



M randa scurried up the stairs like a frightened squirrel. Kane |unbered
heavi l y
after her.

Dr. Fable's office was dark, enpty.

She pushed through the double doors to the department library, an echoing

gabl ed

roomlike a medieval chapel. Stairs led upward to a high wi ndow. She dashed up
t hem

Through the wire-neshed glass in the doors, she could see a fire escape. But
how
did the doors unl ock?

Kane bell owed fromthe second story landing "Perletier! Perletier!"

M randa | eapt back down the stairs, glad she'd worn sneakers. She bur st

t hr ough

t he doubl e doors again, thinking when he got to the third floor she woul d push
hi m of f bal ance down the stairs.

He wasn't there. He was waiting on the second floor |anding chest heaving.
" Goddam hi ppie!" he snarl ed

"Hi ppie!" Mranda was outraged. She was not a hippie. Hi ppies did not have
j obs.

H ppi es took drugs every day. Hi ppies did not wear mniskirts and teach
freshman

conp. "H ppie! I"'mnot the one who fried ny brains with bad acid!"

Kane |l urched up the stairs toward her.

There were two of fices besides Fable's. One belonged to Dr. Langland, the
nmedi eval i st, and the other--

She pounded on Langl and's office, but knew before she tried that the ancient
prof was not in. No light shone under the door, and Langl and was so nearly
blind

he used the light even at noon

M randa pounded on the other door with the flats of her hands.

Then she noticed there was no namepl ate on the door

Enpt y!

She wrenched the knob. Yes! And unl ocked. She darted inside and tripped the
| ock

just as Kane got to the third floor

A tel ephone? No, the office was enpty except for dusty cardboard boxes of old
student thenes.

"Pedantic bitch!" how ed Kane.
M randa | eaned agai nst the door, jarred by Kane's blows on it. Wuld it hol d?

"An F! A goddam F!'" She heard hi m stunbl e downstairs again.



Wul d he give up so easily?

O was he trying to trick her into com ng out?

The w ndow

Pai nted shut.

Coul d she break the wi ndow? Then she noticed the fire escape. OCh, no! Kane was
planning to clinmb out a second story wi ndow, crawl up the fire escape, and

br eak

into the office she was in.

She started to cry. Her bloodied body woul d be found Monday or Tuesday -- or
even | ater, because who would |l ook in this deserted roon?

And not only that,, she was |late for her date. Dharnma woul d think she was
st andi ng hi m up!

She | aughed, through tears. Kane was going to chop her hand off, and she was
worried about m ssing |unch

Maybe Kane woul dn't think of the fire escape. But where could he have gone?
§22ked down the fire escape. Nothing.

Kane's footsteps up the stairs again. Dam it!

Bl ows agai nst the door again, nore determ ned now.

The cutter blade! He had gone down to get the bl ade!

Mranda flew to the wi ndow, hanmered on it with naked fists, kicked it. She
L??kher sneaker and pounded it. The frame clattered. The glass wouldn't break
She | ooked around, panic knocking at her rib cage. Nothing! No phone, no

t ool s,

no weapons, only --

Box.

She grunted with the weight of the cardboard box. Then one, two, HEAVED it
t hrough the wi ndow. The gl ass shattered, explosively.

She | eaned, out, ignoring glass shards. "I'm being nmurdered!”" Two girls bel ow
| ooked up, consulted, then strolled away.

M randa hoped they flunked out.

But now she could get to the fire escape.

She pul |l ed out the biggest glass fragnents and straddl ed the wi ndow frane.
But the fire escape didn't reach to this window, only as far as Dr.

Langl and' s.

And her | egs were too short to reach.

At | east Kane wouldn't be able to get up that way.



It didn't matter. He had chopped a hole in the door, and now inserted his hand
and funbl ed for the | ock.

M randa beat at his hand with her sneaker
He wr enched the sneaker from her

She backed agai nst the wi ndow. She woul d have to junp. A broken |leg was better
t han bei ng hacked to death.

"HELP ME!'" she yell ed.

She threw all the power of her being into that yell

A briny smell wafted to her, and Mranda flashed on a nenory: she was on a
;ﬁgri, i magi ni ng huge creatures that lived in the deep water. The power of
;gﬁgry menory spurted into her |ike a geyser. She nust not, would not |et Kane
kill her.

And then she heard it: someone lunbering up the stairs. Someone bi gger than
E;ble or Dr. Langl and. Bigger even than Kane

Kane had the | ock undone. But the door did not swi ng open. Instead, he yelled.
"“No!

M randa' s whol e bei ng echoed, "NO"
Scuffling. Intake of powerful breath. Choking gurgling. The dank snell, rank
and

ani mal .

Crunching Iike a wooden chair being twisted apart. And a sodden thud, like a
nel on thrown agai nst the wall.

M randa trenbl ed, the force of her fear ebbing from her
Not hi ng
"Who' s there?" she whispered. The briny snell faded.

Heavy, ursine footsteps downstairs again. Floor boards on the | andi ng creaked.
Shuffling, massive weight |unbered down the hall

Agai n, not hi ng.

Mranda felt linp. Wat was outside that door? The police? Dr. Fable? Wul dn't
t hey have spoken to her?

She crept up to the door, pressed her face to the hol e Kane had hacked with
hi s
cutter bl ade.

The cutter blade lay on the floor. A dark rivulet ran toward it, pooled in the
hol | ow worn by the feet of generations of students. Bl ood? Wose bl ood?

Nerves singing with fatigue and relief, Mranda unlatched the | ock and peeked



out .

Kane | ay silent, gazing upward. Above him gray paneling was sneared with red,
as if someone had thrown a painted basketball at the wall. Kane's neck bent
strangely, as if he were trying to tuck it under his arm

"Kane," she spoke softly.

No answer. She watched his chest. It did not nove.

"Poor Kane." She retrieved her sneaker

He lay still as she tiptoed past himdown the stairs.

The police insisted that she nmust have used martial arts training or that Kane
nmust have broken his own skull, spine, and neck in the straggle.

Dhar ma pi cked her up fromthe police station in his VWBug. "Ch, wow, " he
sai d,

his face alive with a m xture of concern and relief. "You're all spattered
with

bl ood! "

The next Monday, while her students wote, she graded papers. Her head ached
as
if fromgreat exertion, and her eyes sought the confort of the nural

A tap on the door.
Dr. Fable, smiling m schievously, beckoned. "So what happened?”

Mranda told the whole story. "This sounds foolish," she said, "but | think
G endel saved ne."

Fabl e tsked. "You saved yourself. But if you ever notice a girl that seens to
have a certain imginative glow --- like you -- pass on this secret. The nura
is a talisman from which you can sumon what you want. You had the energy, and
a

strong soul ."

Mranda smled foolishly. "Me? My soul isn't very strong."

"The proof's in what happened. Gendel's only a story. But he lives inside
you. "

"A nponster inside nme?"

Fabl e snorted. "A dozen nonsters, and a dozen heroi nes. The nural brings out

t he

gift." Fable glanced inside the classroom at students who were putting papers
on the desk. "If you doubt me, try another character."

M randa giggled, and for a nonent felt her power.

Fabl e whi spered, "l suggest Titania."



