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a mound for the funeral pyre, for whatever arms or legs
or heads my haste has left behind. Meanwhile, up in the
shattered hall, the builders are hammering, replacing the
door for (it must be) the fiftieth or sixtieth time, in-
dustrious and witless as worker ants—except that they make
small, foolish changes, adding a few more iron pegs, more
iron bands, with tireless dogmatism.

Now fire. A few little lizard tongues, then healthy
flames reaching up through the tangled nest of sticks. (A
feeble-minded crow could have fashioned a neater nest.)
A severed leg swells up and bursts, then an arm, then
another, and the red fire turns on the blackening flesh and
makes it sizzle, and it reaches higher, up and up into
greasy smoke, turning, turning like falcons at warplay,
rushing like circling wolves up into the swallowing, in-
different sky. And now, by some lunatic theory, they throw
on golden rings, old swords, and braided helmets. They
wail, the whole crowd, women and men, a kind of song,
like a single quavering voice. The song rings up like the
greasy smoke and their faces shine with sweat and some-
thing that looks like joy. The song swells, pushes through
woods and sky, and they’re singing now as if by some
lunatic theory they had won. I shake with rage. The red
sun blinds me, churns up my belly to nausea, and the
heat thrown out of the bone-fire burns my skin. I cringe,

clawing my flesh, and flee for home.
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Talking, talking, spinning a spell, pale skin of words that
closes me in like a coffin. Not in a language that anyone
any longer understands. Rushing, degenerate mutter of
noises I send out before me wherever I creep, like a
dragon burning his way through vines and fog.

Tused to play games when I was young—it might as well
be a thousand years ago. Explored our farflung under-
ground world in an endless wargame of leaps onto noth-
ing, ingenious twists into freedom or new perplexity,
quick whispered plottings with invisible friends, wild
cackles when vengeance was mine. I nosed out, in my

childish games, every last shark-toothed chamber and hall,

15



GRENDEL

every black tentacle of my mother’s cave, and so came at
Hmmﬁ,xm%nﬂca by adventure, to the pool of firesnakes. 1
stared, mouth gaping. They were gray as old ashes; face-
less, eyeless. They spread the surface of the water with pure
green flame. I knew—I seemed to have known all along—
that the snakes were there to guard something. Inevitably,
after I'd stood there a while, rolling my eyes back along
the dark hallway, my ears cocked for my mother’s step,
I screwed my nerve up and dove. The firesnakes scattered
as if my flesh were charmed. And so I discovered the
sunken moob and so I came up, for the first time, to moon-
light. |

I went no farther, that first night. But I came out again,
inevitably. I played my way farther out into the world,
vast cavern aboveground, cautiously darting from tree to
tree challenging the terrible forces of night on tiptoe. At
dawn I fled back.

I lived those years, as do all young things, in 2 spell.
Like a puppy nipping, playfully growling preparing for
battle with wolves. At times the spell would be broken
suddenly: on shelves or in hallways of my mother’s cave,
large old shapes with smouldering eyes sat watching me.
A continuous grumble came out of their mouths; their
backs were humped. Then little by little it dawned on me
that the eyes that seemed to bore into my body were in fact
gazing through it, wearily indifferent to my slight ob-
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struction of the darkness. Of all the creatures I knew, in
those days, only my mother really looked at me.—Stared
at me as if to consume me, like a troll. She loved me, in
some mysterious sense I understood without her speaking
it. I was her creation. We were one thing, like the wall
and the rock growing out from it—Or so I ardently,
desperately affirmed. When her strange eyes burned into
me, it did not seem quite sure. T was intensely aware of
where I sat, the volume of darkness I displaced, the shiny-
smooth span of packed dirt between us, and the shocking
separateness from me in my mama’s eyes. I would feel,
all at once, alone and ugly, almost—as if I'd dirtied my-
self—obscene. The cavern river rumbled far below us.
Being young, unable to face these things, I would bawl
and hurl myself at my mother and she would reach out
her claws and seize me, though I could see I alarmed
her (I had tecth like a saw), and she would smash me to
her fat, limp breast as if to make me a part of her flesh
again. After that, comforted, I would gradually ease back
out into my games. Crafty-eyed, wicked as an elderly
wolf, I would scheme with or stalk my imaginary friends,
projecting the self I meant to become into every dark
corner of the cave and the woods above.

Then all at once there they'd be again, the indifferent,
burning eyes of the strangers. Or my mother’s eyes. Again

my world would be suddenly transformed, fixed like a

17



GRENDEL

rose with a nail through it, space hurtling coldly out from
me in all directions. But I didn’t understand.
One morning I caught my foot in the crack where two
old treetrunks joined. “Owp!” I yelled. “Mama! Waa!” I
was out much later than I'd meant to be. As a rule I was
back in the cave by dawn, but that day I'd been lured out
farther than usual by the heavenly scent of newborn calf
—ah, sweeter than flowers, as sweet as my mama’s milk.
I looked at the foot in anger and disbelief. It was wedged
deep, as if the two oak trees were eating it. Black saw-
dust—squirreldust—was spattered up the leg almost to the
thigh. I'm not sure now how the accident happened. I
must have pushed the two boles apart as I stepped up
into the place where they joined, and then when I stupidly
let go again they closed on my foot like a trap. Blood
gushed from my ankle and shin, and pain flew up through
me like fire up the flue of a mountain. I lost my head. 1
bellowed for help, so loudly it made the ground shake.
“Mama! Waa!l Waaal” I bellowed to the sky, the forest,
the cliffs, until I was so weak from loss of blood I could
barely wave my arms. “I'm going to die,” I wailed. “Poor
Grendel! Poor old Mama!” I wept and sobbed. “Poor
Grendel will hang here and starve to death,” I told my-
self, “and no one will ever even miss him!” The thought
enraged me. I hooted. I thought of my mother’s foreign

eyes, staring at me from across the room: I thought of the
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cool, indifferent eyes of the others. I shrieked in fear; still
no one came.

The sun was up now, and even filtered as it was through
the lacy young leaves, it made my head hurt. [ twisted
around as far as I could, hunting wildly for her shape on
the cliffs, but there was nothing, or, rather, there was
everything but my mother. Thing after thing tried, cynical
and cruel, to foist itself off as my mama’s shape—a black
rock balanced at the edge of the cliff, a dead tree casting
a long-armed shadow, a running stag, a cave entrance—
each thing trying to detach itself, lift itself out of the
general meaningless scramble of objects, but falling back,
melting to the blank, infuriating clutter of not-my-mother.
My heart began to race. I seemed to see the whole universe,
even the sun and sky, leaping forward, then sinking away
again, decomposing. Everything was wreckage, putrefac-
tion. If she were there, the cliffs, the brightening sky, the
trees, the stag, the waterfall would suddenly snap into
position around her, sane again, well organized; but she
was not, and the morning was crazy. Its green brilliance
jabbed at me, live needles.

“Please, Mama!” I sobbed as if heartbroken.

Then, some thirty feet away, there was a bull. He stood
looking at me with his head lowered, and the world
snapped into position around him, as if in league with
him. I must have been closer to the calf than I had
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mc@&&, since he'd arrived to protect it. Bulls do such
things, though they don’t even know that the calves they
defend are theirs. He shook his horns at me, as if scornful.
I trembled. On the ground, on two good feet, I would have
been more than a match for the bull, or if not, I could have
outrun him. But I was four or five feet up in the air, trapped
and weak. He could slam me right out of the tree
with one blow of that boned, square head, maybe tearing
the foot off, and then he could gore me to death at his
leisure in the grass. He pawed the ground, looking at me
up-from-under, murderous. “Go away!” I said. “Hssst!”
It had no effect. I bellowed at him. He jerked his head
a5 if the sound were a boulder I'd thrown at him, but
then he merely stood considering, and, after a minute,
he pawed the ground again. Again 1 bellowed. This time
he hardly noticed it. He snorted through his nose and
pawed more deeply, spattering grass and black earth at his
sharp rear hooves. As if time had slowed down as it
does for the dying, I watched him loll his weight forward,
sliding into an easy lope, head tilted, coming toward me
in a casual arc. He picked up speed, throwing his weight
onto his huge front shoulders, crooked tail lifted behind
him like a flag. When I screamed, he didn’t even flick
an ear but came on, driving like an avalanche now, thun-
der booming from his hooves across the cliffs. The same

instant he struck my tree he wnnwna his head and flame
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shot up my leg. The tip of one horn had torn me to the
knee.

But that was all. The tree shuddered as he banged it
with his skull, and he pivoted around it, stumbling. He
gave his head a jerk, as if clearing his brains, then turned
and loped back to where he'd charged me from before.
He'd struck too low, and even in my terror I understood
that he would always strike too low: he fought by instinct,
blind mechanism ages old. He'd have fought the same way
against an earthquake or an eagle: I had nothing to mnm\a
from his wrath but that twisting horn. The next time he
charged I kept my eye on it, watched that horn with as
much concentration as I'd have watched the rims of a
crevasse I was leaping, and at just the right instant I
flinched. Nothing touched me but the breeze as the horn
flipped past.

I laughed. My ankle was numb now; my leg was on
fire to the hip. I twisted to search the cliffwalls again, but
still my mother wasn't there, and my laughter grew fierce.
All at once, as if by sudden vision, I understood the
emptiness in the eyes of those humpbacked shapes back in
the cave. (Were they my brothers, my uncles, those crea-
tures shuffling brimstone-eyed from room to room, or
sitting  separate, isolated, muttering forever like under-
ground rivers, each in his private, inviolable gloom?)

I understood that the world was nothing: a mechanical
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chaos of casual, brute enmity on which we stupidly im-
pose our hopes and fears. I understood that, finally and
absolutely, I alone exist. All the rest, I saw, is merely what
pushes me, or what I push against, blindly—as blindly as
all that is not myself pushes back. I create the whole uni-
verse, blink by blink.—An ugly god pitifully dying in a
tree!

The bull struck again. I flinched from the horntip and
bellowed with rage and pain. The limbs overhead, stretch-
ing out through the clearing like hungry snakes reaching
up from their nest, would be clubs if I had them in my
two hands, or barricades, piled between me and my cave,
or kindling down in the room where my mother and I
slept. Where they were, above me, they were—what? Kind
shade? I laughed. A tearful howl.

The bull kept on charging. Sometimes after he hit he'd
fall down and lie panting. I grew limp with my anarchis-
tic laughter. I no longer bothered to jerk back my leg.
Sometimes the horntip tore it, sometimes not. I clung to
the treetrunk that slanted off to my right, and I almost
slept. Perhaps I did sleep, I don’t know. I must have. Noth-
ing mattered. Sometime in the middle of the afternoon I
opened my eyes and discovered that the bull was gone.

I slept again, I think. When I woke up this time and
looked up through the leaves overhead, there were vul-

tures. I sighed, indifferent. I was growing used to the pain,
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or it had lessened. Unimportant. [ tried to see myself from
the vultures’ viewpoint. I saw, instead, my mother’s eyes.
Consuming. I was suddenly her focus of the general mean-
inglessness—not for myself, not for any quality of my
large, shaggy body or my sly, unnatural mind. I was, in
her eyes, some meaning I myself could never know and
might not care to know: an alien, the rock broken free
of the wall. I slept again.

That night, for the first time, I saw men.

It was dark when I awakened—or when I came to, if it
was that. I was aware at once that there was something
wrong. There was no sound, not even the honk of a frog
or the chirp of a cricket. There was a smell, a fire very
different from ours, pungent, painful as thistles to the nose.
I opened my eyes and everything was blurry, as though
underwater. There were lights all around me, like some
weird creature’s eyes. They jerked back as I looked. Then
voices, speaking words. The sounds were foreign at first,
but when I calmed myself, concentrating, I found I under-
stood them: it was my own language, but spoken in a
strange way, as if the sounds were made by brittle sticks,
dried spindles, flaking bits of shale. My vision cleared and
I saw them, mounted on horses, holding torches up. Some
of them had shiny domes (as it seemed to me then) with
horns coming out, like the bull’s. They were small, these

creatures, with dead-looking eyes and gray-white faces, and
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yet in some ways they were like us, except ridiculous and,
at the same time, mysteriously irritating, like rats. Their
movements were stiff and regular, as if figured by logic.
They had skinny, naked hands that moved by clicks. When
I first became aware of them, they were all speaking at
the same time. I tried to move, but my body was rigid;
only one hand gave a jerk. They all stopped speaking at
the same instant, like sparrows. We stared at each other.

One of them said—a tall one with a long black beard—
“It moves independent of the tree.”

They nodded.

The tall one said, “It’s a growth of some kind, that's my
opinion. Some beastlike fungus.”

They all looked up into the branches.

A short, fat one with a tangled white beard pointed up
into the tree with an ax. “Those branches on the northern
side are all dead there. No doubt the whole tree’ll be dead
before midsummer. It's always the north side goes first
when there ain’t enough sap.”

They nodded, and another one said, “See there where 1t
grows up out of the trunk ? Sap running all over.”

They leaned over the sides of their horses to look, push-
ing the torches toward me. The horses’ eyes glittered.

“Have to close that up if we're going to save this tree,”
the tall one said. The others grunted, and the tall one

looked up at my eyes, uneasy. I couldn’t move. He stepped
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down off the horse and came over to me, so close I could
have swung my hand and smashed his head if I could
make my muscles move. “It’s like blood,” he said, and
made a face.

Two of the others got down and came over to pull at
their noses and look,

“I say that tree’s a goner,” one of them said.

They all nodded, except the tall one. “We can’t just leave
it rot,” he said. “Start letting the place go to ruin and you
know what the upshot’ll be.”

They nodded. The others got down off their horses and
came over. The one with the tangled white beard said,
“Maybe we could chop the fungus out.”

They thought about it. After a while the tall one shook
his head. “I don’t know. Could be it's some kind of a oak-
tree spirit. Better not to mess with it.”

They looked uneasy. There was a hairless, skinny one
with eyes like two holes. He stood with his arms out, like
a challenged bird, and he kept moving around in jerky
little circles, bent forward, peering at everything, at the
tree, at the woods around, up into my eyes. Now suddenly
he nodded. “That’s it! King's right! It’s a spirit!”

“You think so?” they said. Their heads poked forward.

“Sure of it,” he said.

“Is it friendly, you think ?” the king said.

The hairless one peered up at me with the fingertips of
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one hand in his mouth. The skinny elbow hung straight
down, as if he were leaning on an invisible table while he
thought the whole thing through. His black little eyes
stared straight into mine, as if waiting for me to tell him
something. I tried to speak. My mouth moved, but nothing
would come out. The little man jerked back. “He's hun-
gry!” he said.

“Hungry!” they all said. “What does he eat?”

He looked at me again. His tiny eyes drilled into me and
he was crouched as if he were thinking of trying to jump
up into my brains. My heart thudded. I was so hungry I
could eat a rock. He smiled suddenly, as if a holy vision
had exploded in his head. “He eats pig!” he said. He
looked doubtful. “Or maybe pigsmoke. He's in 2 period
of transition.”

They all looked at me, thinking it over, then nodded.

The king picked out six men. “Go get the thing some
pigs,” he said. The six men said “Yes sir!” and got on
their horses and rode off. It filled me with joy, though it
was all crazy, and before I knew I could do it, I laughed.
They jerked away and stood shaking, looking up.

“The spirit’s angry,” one of them whispered.

“It always has been,” another one said. “That’s why it’s
killing the tree.”

“No, no, you're wrong,” the hairless one said. “It’s yell-

ing for pig.”
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“Pig!” I tried to yell. It scared them.

They all began shouting at each other. One of the horses
neighed and reared up, and for some crazy reason they
took it for a sign. The king snatched an ax from the man
beside him and, without any warning, he hurled it at me.
I twisted, letting out a howl, and it shot past my shoulder,
just barely touching my skin. Blood trickled out.

“You're all crazy,” [ tried to yell, but it came out a moan.
I bellowed for my mother.

“Surround him!” the king yelled, “Save the horses!”"—
and suddenly I knew I was dealing with no dull me-
chanical bull but with thinking creatures, pattern makers,
the most dangerous things I'd ever met. I shrieked at them,
trying to scare them off, but they merely ducked behind
bushes and took long sticks from the saddles -of their
horses, bows and javelins. “You're all crazy,” I bellowed,
“you’re all insane!” I'd never howled more loudly in my
life. Darts like hot coals went through my legs and arms
and [ howled more loudly still. And then, just when I was
sure I was finished, a shriek ten times as loud as mine came
blaring off the cliff. It was my mother! She came roaring
down like thunder, screaming like a thousand hurricanes,
eyes as bright as dragonfire, and before she was within a
mile of us, the creatures had leaped to their horses and
galloped away. Big trees shattered and fell from her path;
the earth trembled. Then her smell poured in like blood
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into a silver cup, filling the moonlit clearing to the brim,
and I felt the two trees that held me falling, and I was
tumbling, free, into the grass.

I woke up in the cave, warm firelight flickering on walls.
My mother lay picking through the bone pile. When she
heard me stir, she turned, wrinkling her forehead, and
looked at me. There were no other shapes. I think I dimly
understood even then that they'd gone deeper into dark-
ness, away from men. I tried to tell her all that had hap-
pened, all that I'd come to understand: the meaningless
objectness of the world, the universal bruteness. She only
stared, troubled at my noise. She’'d forgotten all language
long ago, or maybe had never known any. I'd never heard
her speak to the other shapes. (How I myself learned to
speak I can’t remember; it was a long, long time ago.)
But I talked on, trying to smash through the walls of her
unconsciousness. “The world resists me and I resist the
world,” I said. “That's all there is. The mountains are
what I define them as.” Ah, monstrous stupidity of child-
hood, unreasonable hope! I waken with a start and see it
over again (in my cave, out walking, or sitting by the
mere), the memory rising as if it has been pursuing me.
The fire in my mother’s eyes brightens and she reaches out
as if some current is tearing us apart. “The world is all
pointless accident,” I say. Shouting now, my fists clenched.

“I exist, nothing else.” Her face works. She gets up on all
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fours, brushing dry bits of bone from her path, and, with
a look of terror, rising as if by unnatural power, she hurls
herself across the void and buries me in her bristly fur
and fat. I sicken with fear. “My mother’s fur is bristly,”
I say to myself. “Her flesh is loose.” Buried under my
mother I cannot see. She smells of wild pig and fish. “My
mother smells of wild pig and fish,” I say. What T see 1
inspire with usefulness, I think, trying to suck in breath,
and all that I do not see is useless, void. I observe myself
observing what I observe. It startles me. “Then I am not
that which observes!” I am lack. Alack! No thread, no
frailest hair between myself and the universal clutter! I
listen to the underground river. I have never seen it.

Talking, talking, spinning a skin, a skin . . .

I can’t breathe, and I claw to get free. She struggles. I
smell my mama’s blood and, alarmed, I hear from the
walls and floor of the cave the booming, booming, of her
heart.
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