MARGARET ATWOOD
1939—

The continuing emergence of Canadian writers as a literary ﬁ:}fce has been
marked by a small constellation of excellent short story writers, most of
them women. Among these Margaret Atwood, born in Ottawa, is in some
ways the most interesting. Esteemed as a poet, she bas also gained a solid
reputation for ber novels, especially Surfacing (1972). Her short stories are
contained in such collections as Dancing Girls (1977) and Bluebeard’s Egg
(1985). _

While ber stories incorporate a remarkable variety of themes, many are
strongly feminist in tone, many vigorously affirm her Canadian heritage.
Some explore the difficulty — because one must be either man or woman
— that lies in being merely human. All demonstrate a tough, honest, un-
foolable intelligence.

In “The Man from Mars” two quite ordinary lives intersect to generate a
situation that grows in complexity until — though only for the moment —
those lives cease to be ordinary. Margaret Atwood never raises her voice,
yet the desired effect of mingled pathos and irony registers perfectly.
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The Man from Mars

A LONG TIME AGO Christine was walking through the park. She was
still wearing her tennis dress; she hadn’t had time to shower and change,
and her hair was held back with an elastic band. Her chunky reddish
face, exposed with no softening fringe, looked like a Russian peasant’s,
but without the elastic band the hair got in her eyes. The afternoon was
too hot for April; the indoor courts had been steaming, her skin felt
poached.

The sun had brought the old men out from wherever they spent the
winter: she had read a story recently about one who lived for three years
in a manhole. They sat weedishly on the benches or lay on the grass with
their heads on squares of used newspaper. As she passed, their wrinkled

toadstool faces drifted towards her, drawn by the movement of her
body, then floated away again, uninterested.

The squirrels were out, too, foraging; two or three of them moved
towards her in darts and pauses, eyes fixed on her expectantly, mouths
with the ratlike receding chins open to show the yellowed front teeth.
Christine walked faster, she had nothing to give them. People shouldn’t
feed them, she thought; it makes them anxious and they get mangy.

Halfway across the park she stopped to take off her cardigan. As she
bent over to pick up her tennis racquet again someone touched her on
her freshly bared arm. Christine seldom screamed; she straightened up
suddenly, gripping the handle of her racquet. It was not one of the old
men, however: it was a dark-haired boy of twelve or so.

“Excuse me,” he said, “I search for Economics Building. Is it there?”
He motioned towards the west.

Christine looked at him more closely. She had been mistaken: he was
not young, just short. He came a little above her shoulder, but then, she
was above the average height; “statuesque,” her mother called it when
she was straining. He was also what was referred to in their family as
“a person from another culture”: oriental without a doubt, though per-
haps not Chinese. Christine judged he must be a foreign student and
gave him her official welcoming smile. In high school she had been pres-
ident of the United Nations Club; that year her school had been picked
to represent the Egyptian delegation at the Mock Assembly. It had been
an unpopular assignment — nobody wanted to be the Arabs — but she

had seen it through. She had made rather a good speech about the Pal-
estinian refugees.

Scanned with CamScanner



MARGARET ATWOOD

770

“Yes,” she said, “that’s it over there. The one with the flat roof, s
= ';"I‘ .
it ously at her the whole time. He Was

The man had been smiling nerv / at, . it .
wearing glasses with transparent plastic rlms,htbroulg which his eyes
bulged up at her as though through a goldfish bowl. He had not fg.
lowed where she was pointing. Instead he thrust towards her a smy||
pad of green paper and a ballpoint pen.

“You make map,” he said.

Christine set down her tennis racquet and drew a careful map, “W
are here,” she said, pronouncing distinc!:ly. “You go tl_us way. The build-
ing is here.” She indicated the route with a dotted line and an X. The

he progress of the map attentively,

man leaned close to her, watching t S -
familiar brand of hair grease.

he smelled of cooked cauliflower and an un
When she had finished Christine handed the paper and pen back to him

with a terminal smile. ' _
“Wait,” the man said. He tore the piece of paper with the map off the
t it in his jacket pocket; the jacket sleeves

pad, folded it carefully and pu
d had threads at the edges. He began to

came down over his wrists an | . '
write something; she noticed with a slight feeling of revulsion that his

nails and the ends of his fingers were sO badly bitten they seemed almost
deformed. Several of his fingers were blue from the leaky ballpoint.

“Here is my name,” he said, holding the pad out to her.

Christine read an odd assemblage of g%, ¥'s and #’s, neatly printed in
block letters. “Thank you,” she said.

“You now write your name,” he said, extending the pen.

Christine hesitated. If this had been a person from her own culture
she would have thought he was trying to pick her up. But then, people
from her own culture never tried to pick her up; she was too big. The
only one who had made the attempt was the Moroccan waiter at the
beer parlour where they sometimes went after meetings, and he had been
direct. He had just intercepted her on the way to the Ladies’ Room and
asked and she said no; that had been that. This man was not a waiter
though, but a student; she didn’t want to offend him. In his culture,
whatever it was, this exchange of names on pieces of paper was proba-
lI::Iy a formal politeness, like saying thank you. She took the pen from

1m.
“That is a very pleasant name,” he said. He folded the paper and
placed it in his jacket pocket with the map.

Chr.istine felt she had done her duty. “Well, goodbye,” she said. “It
was nice to have met yop.” She bent for her tennis racquet but he hqd
already stpope_d and retrieved it and was holding it with both hands in
front of him, like a captured banner.

“I carry this for you.”
de‘;ﬂh rlljo, p-Iea‘s:Ie. Don’t bogher, I am in a hurry,” she said, articulating

y- Deprived of her tennis racquet she felt weaponless. He started ©
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saunter along the path; he was not nervous at all now, he seemed com-
pletely at ease.

“Vous parlez fran¢ais?” he asked conversationally.

“Oui, un petit peu,” she said. “Not very well.” How am | going to get 3
my racquet away from him without being rude? she was wondering.

“Mais vous avez un bel accent.” His eyes goggled at her through the

glasses: was he being flirtatious? She was well aware that her accent was 1
wretched.

“Look,” she said, for the first time letting her impatience show, “I
really have to go. Give me my racquet, please.”

He quickened his pace but gave no sign of returning the racquet.
“Where are you going?”

“Home,” she said. “My house.”

“I go with you now,” he said hopefully.

“No,” she said: she would have to be firm with him. She made a lunge
and got a grip on her racquet; after a brief tug of war it came free.

“Goodbye,” she said, turning away from his puzzled face and setting
off at what she hoped was a discouraging jog-trot. It was like walking
away from a growling dog: you shouldn’t let on you were frightened.
Why should she be frightened anyway? He was only half her size and
she had the tennis racquet, there was nothing he could do to her.

Although she did not look back she could tell he was still following.
Let there be a streetcar, she thought, and there was one, but it was far
down the line, stuck behind a red light. He appeared at her side, breath-
ing audibly, a moment after she reached the stop. She gazed ahead, rigid.

“You are my friend,” he said tentatively.

Christine relented: he hadn’t been trying to pick her up after all, he
was a stranger, he just wanted to meet some of the local people; in his
place she would have wanted the same thing.

“Yes,” she said, doling him out a smile.

“That is good,” he said. “My country is very far.”

Christine couldn’t think of an apt reply. “That’s interesting,” she said.
“Tres intéressant.” The streetcar was coming at last; she opened her
purse and got out a ticket.

“] go with you now,” he said. His hand clamped on her arm above
the elbow.

“You . . .stay ... here,” Christine said, resisting the impulse to shout
but pausing between each word as though for a deaf person. She de-
tached his hand — his hold was quite feeble and could not compete with
her tennis biceps — and leapt off the curb and up the streetcar steps,
hearing with relief the doors grind shut behind her. Inside the car and a
block away she permitted herself a glance out a side window. He was
standing where she had left him; he seemed to be writing something on
his little pad of paper.

When she reached home she had only time for a snack, and even then
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e for the Debating So
r team took t

7? = " (79
ciety. The topic was, Resulved:

she was almost lat he affirmative and won,

That War Is Obsolete.” He
ination feeling depressed. It was o,
d her but the fact that it was the last one: it meap,
She dropped 1nto the coffee shop as usual,
here didn’t seem to be anything else ¢,

Christine came out of her last exam

the exam that depresse
the end of the school year.
then went home early because t

do‘-‘ls that you, dear?” her mother called from the_ livingroom. She muyg;

have heard the front door close. Christine went In and flopped on the
sofa, disturbing the neat pattern of cushions. "
“How was your exam, dear?” her mother asked.

It had been fine; she had passed. She was

“Fine,” said Christine flatly. ssed.

not a brilliant student, she knew that, but she was conscientious. Her
- - o “

professors always wrote things like “A serious attempt and “Well

thought out but perhaps lacking in glan” on her term papers; they gave

her Bs, the occasional B+. She was taking Political Science and Eco-

nomics, and hoped for a job with the Government after she graduated,;

with her father’s connections she had a good chance.

“That’s nice.” .
Christine felt, resentfully, that her mother had only a hazy idea of

what an exam was. She was arranging gladioli in a vase; she had rubber
loves on to protect her hands as she always did when engaged in what
she called “housework.” As far as Christine could tell her housework
consisted of arranging flowers in vases: daffodils and tulips and hy-
acinths through gladioli, irises and roses, all the way to asters and mums,
Sometimes she cooked, elegantly and with chafing-dishes, but she
thought of it as a hobby. The girl did everything else. Christine thought
it faintly sinful to have a girl. The only ones available now were either
foreign or pregnant; their expressions usually suggested they were being
taken advantage of somehow. But her mother asked what they would
do otherwise; they’d either have to go into a Home or stay in their own
countries, and Christine had to agree this was probably true. It was
hard, anyway, to argue with her mother. She was so delicate, so pre-
served-looking, a harsh breath would scratch the finish.

“An interesting young man phoned today,” her mother said. She had
finished the gladioli and was taking off her rubber gloves. “He asked to
speak }vith you and when I said you weren’t in we had quite a little chat.
You didn’t tell me about him, dear.” She put on the glasses which she
wore on a dqcorat_we chain around her neck, a signal that she was in
l';z; modern, intelligent mood rather than her old-fashioned whimsical

“Did he leave his name?” Christine asked. She knew a lot of youns
Lnei"i:ltl; they didn’t often call her ] they conducted their business with

e coffee shop or after meetings.
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«He’s a person from another culture, He said he would call back
l'.lICf-“‘ ] '

Christine had to think a moment. She was vaguely acquainted with
several pcnplg from other cultures, Britain mostly; they belonged to the
Debating Society.

“He’s studying Philosophy in Montreal,” her mother prompted. “He
sounded French.”

Christine began to remember the man in the park. “I don’t think he’s
French, exactly,” she said.

Her mother had taken off her glasses again and was poking absent-
mindedly at a bent gladiolus. “Well, he sounded French.” She meditated,
flowery sceptre in hand. “I think it would be nice if you had him to tea.”

Christine’s mother did her best. She had two other daughters, both of
whom took after her. They were beautiful; one was well married already
and the other would clearly have no trouble. Her friends consoled her
about Christine by saying, “She’s not fat, she’s just big-boned, it’s the
father’s side,” and “Christine is so healthy.” Her other daughters had
never gotten involved in activities when they were at school, but since
Christine could not possibly ever be beautiful even if she took off weight,
it was just as well she was so athletic and political, it was a good thing
she had interests. Christine’s mother tried to encourage her interests
whenever possible. Christine could tell when she was making an extra
effort, there was a reproachful edge to her voice.

She knew her mother expected enthusiasm but she could not supply
it. “I don’t know, I’ll have to see,” she said dubiously.

“You look tired, darling,” said her mother. “Perhaps you’d like a glass
of milk.”

Christine was in the bathtub when the phone rang. She was not prone
to fantasy but when she was in the bathtub she often pretended she was
a dolphin, a game left over from one of the girls who used to bathe her
when she was small. Her mother was being bell-voiced and gracious in
the hall; then there was a tap at the door.

“It’s that nice young French student, Christine,” her mother said.

“Tell him I’'m in the bathtub,” Christine said, louder than necessary.
“He isn’t French.”

She could hear her mother frowning. “That wouldn’t be very polite,
Christine. I don’t think he’d understand.”

“Qh, all right,” Christine said. She heaved herself out of the bathtub,
swathed her pink bulk in a towel and splattered to the phone.

«“Hello,” she said gruffly. At a distance he was not pathetic, he was a
nuisance. She could not imagine how he had tracked her down: most

likely he went through the phone book, calling all the numbers with her
last name until he hit on the right one.
“It is your friend.”

«] know,” she said. “How are you?”
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" There was a long pause, during which Christine had

“Well, goodbye then,” and hang up; but she wjg
4 . like in her bedroom doorway. Thep,

774

“l am very fine.

a vicious urge to sa !
aware of her mother poised figurine-

b1
he said, “I hope you also are very ﬁne..
“Yes,” said Christine. She wasn't going to pa

“I come to tea,” he said. )
“You do?

This took Christine by surprise. , )

“Your pleasant mother ask me. [ come Thursday, four o’clock.

“QOh,” Christine said, ungraciously.

“See you then,” he said, with the cons
mastered a difficult idiom.

Christine set down the ph
was in her study, sitting innocently at her wr

“Did you ask him to tea on Thursday?” ‘ _
«I did mention he might come

“Not exactly, dear,” her mother said.
round to tea sometime, though.”

“Well, he’s coming Thursday. Four o’clock.”
“What’s wrong with that?” her mother said serenely. “I think it a

very nice gesture for us to make. I do think you might try to be a little
more co-operative.” She was pleased with herself.

“Since you invited him,” said Christine, “you can bloody well stick
around and help me entertain him. I don’t want to be left making nice

gestures all by myself.”
“Christine, dear,” her mother said, above being shocked. “You ought

to put on your dressing gown, you'll catch a chill.”

After sulking for an hour Christine tried to think of the tea as a cross
between an examination and an executive meeting: not enjoyable, cer-
tainly, but to be got through as tactfully as possible. And it was a nice
gesture. When the cakes her mother had ordered arrived from The P4-
tisserie on Thursday morning she began to feel slightly festive; she even
resolved to put on a dress, a good one, instead of a skirt and blouse.
After all, she had nothing against him, except the memory of the way
he had grabbed her tennis racquet and then her arm. She suppressed a
quick impossible vision of herself pursued around the livingroom, fend-
ing him off with thrown sofa cushions and vases of gladioli; nevertheless
she told the girl they would have tea in the garden. It would be a treat
for him, and there was more space outdoors.

She hq.d suspected her mother would dodge the tea, would contrive
to be going out just as he was arriving: that way she could size him up
and'th_en leave them alone together. She had done things like that to
Christine before; the excuse this time was the Symphony Committee.
Sqre enough, her mother carefully mislaid her gloves and located them
with a faked murmur of joy when the doorbell rang. Christine relished
for weeks afterwards the image of her mother’s dropped jaw and flawless
recovery vyhf:ﬂ he was introduced: he wasn’t quite the foreign potentate
her optimistic, veil-fragile mind had concocted.

rticipate.

cious pride of one who has

one and went along the hall. Her mother
iting desk.
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He was prepared for celebration. He had slicked on so much hair
cream that his head seemed to be covered with a tight black patent-
leather cap, and he had cut the threads off his jacket sleeves. His orange
tic was overpoweringly splendid. Christine noticed, however, as he
shook her mother’s suddenly-braced white glove that the ballpoint ink
on his fingers was indelible. His face had broken out, possibly in antic-
ipation of the delights in store for him; he had a tiny camera slung over
his shoulder and was smoking an exotic-smelling cigarette.

Christine led him through the cool flowery softly-padded livingroom
and out by the French doors into the garden. “You sit here,” she said. I
will have the girl bring tea.”

This girl was from the West Indies. Christine’s parents had been en-
raptured with her when they were down at Christmas and had brought
her back with them. Since that time she had become pregnant, but Chris-
tine’s mother had not dismissed her. She said she was slightly disap-
pointed but what could you expect, and she didn’t see any real difference
between a girl who was pregnant before you hired her and one who got
that way afterwards. She prided herself on her tolerance; also there was
a scarcity of girls. Strangely enough, the girl became progressively less
easy to get along with. Either she did not share Christine’s mother’s view
of her own generosity, or she felt she had gotten away with something
and was therefore free to indulge in contempt. At first Christine had
tried to treat her as an equal. “Don’t call me ‘Miss Christine,’ ” she had
said with an imitation of light, comradely laughter. “What you want me
to call you then?” the girl had said, scowling. They had begun to have
brief, surly arguments in the kitchen, which Christine decided were like
the arguments between one servant and another. Her mother’s attitude
towards each of them was similar; they were not altogether satisfactory
but they would have to do.

The zakes, glossy with icing, were set out on a plate a_nd the teapot
was standing ready; on the counter the electric kettle boiled. Cht:lstme
headed for it, but the girl, till then sitting with her elbows on the kitchen
table and watching her expressionlessly, made a dash and intercepted
her. Christine waited until she had poured the water into the pot. Then,
«Pll carry it out, Elvira,” she said. She had just decided she didn’t want
the girl to see her visitor’s orange tie; already, she knew, her position in
the girl’s eyes had suffered because no one had yet attempted to get her
pr?.%?:;t{ you think they pay me for, Miss Christine?” the girl said in-
solently. She swung towards the garden with the tray; Christine trallid
her, feeling lumpish and awkward. The girl was at least as big as she

i ifferent way.
W%J.ST&E;IHI]? ;oi]ffEe]vira,” Cyhristine said when the tray was in place. The
girl departed without a word, casting a disdainful 'packward glar:ice at
the frayed jacket sleeves, the stained fingers. Christine was now deter-
mined to be especially kind to him.
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- » '
“You are very rich,” he said. r head, “we’re not.” She had

2, ing he
..Nu,; Ch[:]:m?ﬁl Err{étlestcd, Shak"-lgit s one of her father’s sayings
never thought O

mily as rich,h Government
ith the GO o A
thatYnuboi:']y madcta itin)' money with ch.” He sat back in his lawn chair,
“Yes,” he repeated,

“you are vc:'lY rl
gazing about him as though daz€€. L qhe wasn'tin the habit of

s : a in front O 4
Christine set his cup of te he garden; they were nothing

P )“ g 1 house oOr t

ayin much attention to the .

special far from bcing the largest on the street; Othﬂ' pCOpIC took care
»

king, seeing it all as
ooked where he was looking,
e, e ! long expanses, the border flowers

hough from a different height: t'he !
Ll;}:iig in the early-summer sunlight, the flagged patio and walks, the
high walls and the silence. .
He came back to her face, sighing 2 little.
he said, “but I improve.” .
“You do,” Christine said, nodding
He took sips of his tea, quickly an

iuring the cup. “I like to stay here.” . |
I Chgristine passed him the cakes. He took only one, making a slight

face as he ate it; but he had several more cups of tea while she finished
the cakes. She managed to find out from him that he had come over on
a church fellowship — she could not decode the denomination — and
was studying Philosophy or Theology, or possibly both. She was feeling
well-disposed towards him: he had behaved himself, he had caused her
no inconvenience.

The teapot was at last empty. He sat up straight in his chair, as though
alerted by a soundless gong. “You look this way, please,” he said. Chris-
tine saw that he had placed his miniature camera on the stone sundial
her mother had shipped back from England two years before. He
wanted to take her picture. She was flattered, and settled herself to pose,
smiling evenly.

He took off his glasses and laid them beside his plate. For a moment
she saw his myopic, unprotected eyes turned towards her, with some-
thing tremulous and confiding in them she wanted to close herself off
from knowing about. Then he went over and did something to the cam-
era, his back to her. The next instant he was crouched beside her, his
arm around her waist as far as it could reach, his other hand covering
her own hands which she had folded in her lap, his cheek jammed up
against hers. She was too startled to move. The camera clicked.

He stood up at once and replaced his glasses, which glittered now with
a sad triumph. “Thank you, Miss,” he said to her. “I go now.” He slung
the salced back over his shoulder, keeping his hand on it as though to
holl_cll the lid on and prevent escape. “I send to my family; they will like.”
h Ie was 3"‘ the gate and gone before Christine had recovered; then

e laughed. She had been afraid he would attack her, she could admit

“My English is not good,”

encouragement. +
d tenderly as though afraid of in-
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it NOWs and he had; but not in the usual way. He had raped, rapeo,

apere, rapui, to seize and carry off, not herself but her celluloid image,
Jnd incidentally that of the silver tea service, which glinted mockingly
¢ her as the g}fl bore it away, carrying it regally, the insignia, the official
jewels. Christine spent the summer as she had for the past three years:
che was the sailing instructress at an expensive all-girls camp near Al-
gﬂnquin quk. She had been a camper there, everything was familiar to
her; she sailed almost better than she played tennis.

The second week she got a letter from him, postmarked Montreal and
{orwarded from her home address. It was printed in block letters on a
piece of the green paper, two or three sentences. It began, “I hope you
are well,” then_ described the weather in monosyllables and ended, “I am
fine.” It was signed, “Your friend.” Each week she got another of these
letters, more or less identical. In one of them a colour print was en-
closed: himself, slightly crosseyed and grinning hilariously, even more
spindly than she remembered him against her billowing draperies, flow-
ers exploding around them like firecrackers, one of his hands an equiv-
ocal blur in her lap, the other out of sight; on her own face, astonish-

ment and outrage, as though he was sticking her in the behind with his
hidden thumb.

She answered the first letter, but after that the seniors were in training

for the races. At the end of the summer, packing to go home, she threw
all the letters away.

When she had been back for several weeks she received another of the
green letters. This time there was a return address printed at the top
which Christine noted with foreboding was in her own city. Every day
she waited for the phone to ring; she was so certain his first attempt at
contact would be a disembodied voice that when he came upon her
abruptly in midcampus she was unprepared.

“How are you?”

His smile was the same, but everything else about him had deterio-
rated. He was, if possible, thinner; his jacket sleeves had sprouted a lush
new crop of threads, as though to conceal hands now so badly bitten
they appeared to have been gnawed by rodents. His hair fell over his
eyes, uncut, ungreased; his eyes in the hollowed face, a delicate triangle
of skin stretched on bone, jumped behind his glasses like hooked fish.
He had the end of a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, and as they
walked he lit a new one from it.

«Pm fine,” Christine said. She was thinking, ’m not going to get in-
volved again, enough is enough, I've done my bit for internationalism.
«How are you?”

«] live here now,” he said. “Maybe 1 study Economics.”

«That’s nice.” He didn’t sound as though he was enrolled anywhere.
“] come to see you.”

18
tc
st
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Christine didn’t know whether he

to be near her or just wanted to visit her at h¢ S
the spring; ecither way she refused to be implicated. They were outside

the Political Science building. “I have a class here,” she said. “Goodbye ”
She was being callous, she realized that, but a guu::k. chop was more
merciful in the long run, that was what her beautiful sisters used to say,

Afterwards she decided it had been stupid of her to let him find ou

where her class was. Though a timetable was posted in each of the col-
e had to do was look her up and record her every probable

block letters on his green notepad. After that day he never

meant he had left Montreal in order
r at her house as he had done i

leges: all h
movement in
left her alone.
Initially he w
said hello to him curtly at first an

aited outside the lecture rooms for her to come out. She
d kept on going, but this didn’t work;
he followed her at a distance, smiling his chapgciess s:mlle. T]}en she
stopped speaking altogether and pretended to ignore him, but it made

no difference, he followed her anyway. The fact that she was in some
ssment? — seemed only to

way afraid of him — or was it just embarrassm
encourage him. Her friends started to notice, asking her who he was and
why he was tagging along behind her; she could hardly answer because

she hardly knew. _ .
As the weekdays passed and he showed no signs of letting up, she
finally to run. He was tireless, and

began to jog-trot between classes,
had an amazing wind for one who smoked so heavily: he would speed
along behind her, keeping the distance between them the same, as

though he were a pull-toy attached to her by a string. She was aware of
the ridiculous spectacle they must make, galloping across campus, some-
thing out of a cartoon short, a lumbering elephant stampeded by a smil-
ing, emaciated mouse, both of them locked in the classic pattern of
comic pursuit and flight; but she found that to race made her less nerv-
ous than to walk sedately, the skin on the back of her neck crawling
with the feel of his eyes on it. At least she could use her muscles. She
worked out routines, escapes: she would dash in the front door of the
Ladies’ Room in the coffee shop and out the back door, and he would
lose the trail, until he discovered the other entrance. She would try to
shake him by detours through baffling archways and corridors, but he
seemed as familiar with the architectural mazes as she was herself. As a
Jast refuge she could head for the women’s dormitory and watch from
safety as he was skidded to a halt by the receptionist’s austere voice:
men were not allowed past the entrance.

Lunch became difficult. She would be sitting, usually with other mem-
bers of the Debating Society, just digging nicely into a sandwich, when
he would appear suddenly as though he’d come up through an unseer
manhole. She then had the choice of barging out through the crowded
cafeteria, sandwich half-eaten, or finishing her lunch with him standing

behind her chair, everyone at the table acutely aware of him, the cO”
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cersation stilting and dwindling. Her friends learned to spot him from a
distance; they posted lookouts. “Here he comes,” they would whisper,
helping her collect her belongings for the sprint they knew would follow.

Geveral times she got tired of running and turned to confront him.

V-
wWhat do you want?” she would ask, glowering belligerently down at w
him, almost clenching her fists; she felt like shaking him, hitting him. g

“I wish to talk to you.” 0
“Well, here I am,” she would say. “What do you want to talk about?”

But he would say nothing; he would stand in front of her, shifting his o
feet, smiling perhaps apologetically (though she could never pinpoint the
exact tone of that smile, chewed lips stretched apart over the nicotine-
yellowed teeth, rising at the corners, flesh held stiffly in place for an
invisible photographer), his eyes jerking from one part of her face to
another as though he saw her in fragments.

Annoying and tedious though it was, his pursuit of her had an odd
result: mysterious in itself, it rendered her equally mysterious. No one
had ever found Christine mysterious before. To her parents she was a
beefy heavyweight, a plodder, lacking in flair, ordinary as bread. To her
sisters she was the plain one, treated with an indulgence they did not
give to each other: they did not fear her as a rival. To her male friends
she was the one who could be relied on. She was helpful and a hard
worker, always good for a game of tennis with the athletes among them.
They invited her along to drink beer with them so they could get into
the cleaner, more desirable Ladies and Escorts side of the beer parlour,
taking it for granted she would buy her share of the rounds. In moments
of stress they confided to her their problems with women. There was
nothing devious about her and nothing interesting.

Christine had always agreed with these estimates of herself. In child-
hood she had identified with the false bride or the ugly sister; whenever
a story had begun, “Once there was a maiden as beautiful as she was
good,” she had known it wasn’t her. That was just how it was, but it
wasn’t so bad. Her parents never expected her to be a brilliant social

success and weren’t overly disappointed when she wasn’t. She was
spared the manoeuvring and anxiety she witnessed among others her
age, and she even had a kind of special position among men: she was an
exception, she fitted none of the categories they commonly used when
talking about girls; she wasn’t a cock-teaser, a cold fish, an easy lay or
a snarky bitch; she was an honorary person. She had grown to share
their contempt for most women.

Now, however, there was something about her that could not be ex-
plained. A man was chasing her, a peculiar sort of man, granted, but
still 2 man, and he was without doubt attracted to her, he couldn’t leave
her alone. Other men examined her more closely than they ever had,
appraising her, trying to find out what it was those twitching bespecta-
cled eyes saw in her. They started to ask her out, though they returned
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from these excursions with their curiosity unsatisfied, the secret of he,
charm still intact. Her opaque dumpling face, her solid bear'Sh_ﬂped
body became for them parts of a riddle no one could solve. Christine
sensed this. In the bathtub she no longer lmﬁg'“*‘:‘d_ she was a c!olphjn;
instead she imagined she was an elusive water-nixie, or sometimes, in
moments of audacity, Marilyn Monroe. The d_al_l}' chas_,e was bﬁ‘coming
a habit; she even looked forward to it. In addition to 1ts other benefitg
she was losing weight.

All these weeks he had never phoned her or turned up at the house,
He must have decided however that his tactics were not having the de-
sired result, or perhaps he sensed she was becoming bored. The phone
began to ring in the early morning or late at night when he could be sure
she would be there. Sometimes he would simply breathe (she could rec-
ognize, or thought she could, the quality of his breat:*hlng), in which case
she would hang up. Occasionally he would say again that he wanted to
talk to her, but even when she gave him lots of time nothing else would
follow. Then he extended his range: she would see him on her streetcar,
smiling at her silently from a seat never closer than three away; she could
feel him tracking her down her own street, though when she would
break her resolve to pay no attention and would glance back he would
be invisible or in the act of hiding behind a tree or hedge.

Among crowds of people and in daylight she had not really been
afraid of him; she was stronger than he was and he had made no recent
attempt to touch her. But the days were growing shorter and colder, it
was almost November, often she was arriving home in twilight or a
darkness broken only by the feeble orange streetlamps. She brooded
over the possibility of razors, knives, guns; by acquiring a weapon he
could quickly turn the odds against her. She avoided wearing scarves,
remembering the newspaper stories about girls who had been strangled
by them. Putting on her nylons in the morning gave her a funny feeling.
Her body seemed to have diminished, to have become smaller than his.

Was he deranged, was he a sex maniac? He seemed so harmless, yet
it was that kind who often went berserk in the end. She pictured those
ragged fingers at her throat, tearing at her clothes, though she could not
think of herself as screaming. Parked cars, the shrubberies near her
house, the driveways on either side of it, changed as she passed them
from unnoticed background to sinister shadowed foreground, every de-
tail distinct and harsh: they were places a man might crouch, leap out
from. Yet every time she saw him in the clear light of morning or after-
noon (for he still continued his old methods of pursuit), his aging jacket
and jittery eyes convinced her that it was she herself who was the tor-
mentor, the persecutor. She was in some sense responsible; from the
folds and crevices of the body she had treated for so long as a reliable
rpachmf: was emanating, against her will, some potent invisible odour,
like a dog’s in heat or a female moth’s, that made him unable to stoP
following her.
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Her mother, who had been too

me preoccupied with the unavoi
entertaining to pay much attentio T

' n to the number of phone calls is-
tine was getting or to the hired girl’s complaints of a rI:mn wlﬁ?) l:uigrsp

without speaking, announced that she was flying down to New York for

the weekend; her father decided to go too. Chrict; : _ |
herself in the bathtub with her thmst slit, ristine panicked: she saw

atht _ the blood drool;

nec_k and running in a little spiral down the drain (forogyniﬁigltlitr::tf l;l:;
b?heved he could wzlllk through walls, could be everywhere at once). The
girl wogld do nothing to help; she might even stand in the bathroom
door with her arms folded, watchin

folde: g. Christine arranged to spend the
weekend at her married sister’s, P

When she arrived back Sunday evening she found the girl close to

hysterics. She said that on Saturday she had gone to pull the curtains
across the French doors at dusk and had foun

, _ d a strangely contorted
face, a man’s face, pressed against the glass, staring in at her from the

garden. She claimed she had fainted and had almost had her baby a
month too early right there on the livingroom carpet. Then she had
called the police. He was gone by the time they got there but she had
recognized him from the afternoon of the tea; she had informed them
he was a friend of Christine’s.

They called Monday evening to investigate, two of them. They were
very polite, they knew who Christine’s father was. Her father greeted
them heartily; her mother hovered in the background, fidgeting with her
porcelain hands, letting them see how frail and worried she was. She
didn’t like having them in the livingroom but they were necessary.

Christine had to admit he’d been following her around. She was re-
lieved he’d been discovered, relieved also that she hadn’t been the one
to tell, though if he’d been a citizen of the country she would have called
the police a long time ago. She insisted he was not dangerous, he had
never hurt her.

“That kind don’t hurt you,” one of the policemen said. “They just kill
you. You’re lucky you aren’t dead.”

“Nut cases,” the other one said.

Her mother volunteered that the thing about people from another cul-
ture was that you could never tell whether they were insane or not be-
cause their ways were so different. The policeman agreed with her, def-
erential but also condescending, as though she was a royal halfwit who
had to be humoured.

«“You know where he lives?” the first policeman asked. Christine had
long ago torn up the letter with his address on it; she shook her head.

«iWe’ll have to pick him up tomorrow then,” he said. “Think you can
keep him talking outside your class if he’s waiting for you?”

After questioning her they held a murmured conversation with her
father in the front hall. The girl, clearing away the coffee cups, said if

they didn’t lock him up she was leaving, she wasn’t going to be scared
half out of her skin like that again.
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Next day when Christine came out of her Modern History lecture
was there, right on schedule. He seemed puzzled when she did not begin
to run. She approached him, her heart thumping with treachery and th
prospect of freedom. Her body was back to its usual size; she felt herse)f
a giantess, self-controlled, invulnerlable. _

“How are you?” she asked, smiling brightly.

He looked at her with distrust.

“How have you been?” she venture

faded; he took a step back from her. _ |
“This the one?” said the policeman, popping out from behind a notjce

board like a Keystone Kop and laying a competent hand on the worn
jacket shoulder. The other policeman lounged in the background; force

would not be required. _
“Don’t do anything to him,” she pleaded as they took him away. They

nodded and grinned, respectful, scornful. He seemed to know perfectly
well who they were and what they wanted.

d again. His own perennial smj|e

The first policeman phoned that evening to make his report. Her father
talked with him, jovial and managing. She herself was now out of the

icture; she had been protected, her function was over.
“What did they do to him?” she asked anxiously as he came back into

the livingroom. She was not sure what went on in police stations.
“They didn’t do anything to him,” he said, amused by her concern.
“They could have booked him for Watching and Besetting, they wanted
to know if I'd like to press charges. But it’s not worth a court case: he’s
got a visa that says he’s only allowed in the country as long as he studies
in Montreal, so I told them to just ship him down there. If he turns up
here again they’ll deport him. They went around to his rooming house,
his rent’s two weeks overdue, the landlady said she was on the point of
kicking him out. He seems happy enough to be getting his back rent
paid and a free train ticket to Montreal.” He paused. “They couldn’t get

anything out of him though.”
“Out of him?” Christine asked.
“They tried to find out why he was doing it; following you, I mean.”

Her father’s eyes swept her as though it was a riddle to him also. “They
said when they asked him about that he just clammed up. Pretended he
didn’t understand English. He understood well enough, but he wasn’t
answering.”

Christine thought this would be the end, but somehow between his
arrest and the departure of the train he managed to elude his escort long
enough for one more phone call.

“I see you again,” he said. He didn’t wait for her to hang up.

Now that he was no longer an embarrassing present reality, he could
be talked about, he could become an amusing story. In fact, he was the
only amusing story Christine had to tell, and telling it preserve both
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for herself and for others the aura of her strange allure. Her friends and
the men who continued to ask her out speculated about his motives.
One suggested he had wanted to marry her so he could remain in the

country; another said that oriental men were fond of well-built women:
«1¢'s your Rubens quality.”

Christine thought about him a lot. She had not been attracted to him,
cather the reverse, but as an idea only he was a romantic figure, the one
man who had found her irresistible; though she often wondered, inspect-
ing her unchanged pink face and hefty body in her full-length mirror,
just what it was about her that had done it. She avoided whenever it
was proposed the theory of his insanity: it was only that there was more
than one way of being sane.

But a new acquaintance, hearing the story for the first time, had a
different explanation. “So he got you, t00,” he said, laughing. “That has
to be the same guy who was hanging around our day camp a year ago

this summer. He followed all the girls like that. A short guy, Japanese or
something, glasses, smiling all the time.”

“Maybe it was another one,” Christine said.

“There couldn’t be two of them, everything fits. This was a pretty
weird guy.”

“What . . . kind of girls did he follow?” Christine asked.

“Oh, just anyone who happened to be around. But if they paid any

attention to him at first, if they were nice to him or anything, he was
unshakable. He was a bit of a pest, but harmless.”

Christine ceased to tell her amusing story. She had been one among

many, then. She went back to playing tennis, she had been neglecting
her game.

A few months later the policeman who had been in charge of the case
telephoned her again.

“Like you to know, Miss, that fellow you were having the trouble with
was sent back to his own country. Deported.”

“What for?” Christine asked. “Did he try to come back here?” Maybe
she had been special after all, maybe he had dared everything for her.

“Nothing like it,” the policeman said. “He was up to the same tricks
in Montreal but he really picked the wrong woman this time — a
Mother Superior of a convent. They don’t stand for things like that in

Quebec — had him out of here before he knew what happened. I guess
he'll be better off in his own place.”

“How old was she?” Christine asked, after a silence.

«Oh, around sixty, I guess.”

«Thank you very much for letting me know,” Christine said in her
best official manner. “It’s such a relief.” She wondered if the policeman
had called to make fun of her.

She was almost crying when she put down the phone. What had he
wanted from her then? A Mother Superior. Did she really look sixty, did

"\_pw*:
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: mean? Com :
mother? What did oM el &L e ool
? .+ that something had happ 1 olerabj,
Refuge? Was It M2 % o ntry; her tennis dress and exposed |
e iu}b;t ffrml?' bm;]] gsLnatzéls ;%lrlley s;:cmingl}’ available everywher, ;m
ch for him, fle
::')i(:h?:;d from him wherever he tqu}ed, the ml?ilst:z;gs?g?q?i c?f Some fing]
distortion, the robe and veil reminiscent t0 e egr;s of the
women of, his homeland, the ones he was ah e - anmﬁs anl ? But he
was back in his own country, from her er planet; gp,
Ww. i
W(;Illdhgfl;?tr E:gotten her thou gh. In the spring §he go(t:) a p}c:stcard with
a foreign stamp and the familiar block-letter W}:itlng. ﬁn the front wag
a picture of a temple. He was fine, he hoped she was fine also, he wy
her friend. A month later another print of the picture he had taken ip
the garden arrived, in a sealed manila envelope otherwise empty.
Christine’s aura of mystery soon faded; anyway, she herself no longe,
believed in it. Life became again what she h:.ad always expected. She
graduated with mediocre grades and went into the Department of
Health and Welfare; she did a good job, and was seldom discriminated
against for being a woman because nobody thought of her as one. She
could afford a pleasant-sized apartment, though she did not put much
energy into decorating it. She played less and less tennis; what had been
ing of fat turned gradually into fat with a thin

muscle with a light coati
n to get headaches.

substratum of muscle. She bega
As the years were used up and the war began to fill the newspapers
and magazines, she realized which eastern country he had actually been

from. She had known the name but it hadn’t registered at the time, it
was such a minor place; she could never keep them separate in her mind.

But though she tried, she couldn’t remember the name of the city, and
the postcard was long gone — had he been from the North or the South,
was he near the battle zone or safely far from it? Obsessively she bought
magazines and pored over the available photographs, dead villagers, sol-
diers on the march, colour blowups of frightened or angry faces, spies
being executed; she studied maps, she watched the late-night newscasts,
the distant country and terrain becoming almost more familiar to her
than her own. Once or twice she thought she could recognize him butit
was no use, they all looked like him.

Finally she had to stop looking at the pictures. It bothered her t00
much, it was bad for her; she was beginning to have nightmares in which
he was coming through the French doors of her mother’s house in his
shabby jacket, carrying a packsack and a rifle and a huge bouquet of
richly coloured flowers. He was smiling in the same way but with blood
streaked over his face, partly blotting out the features. She gave her tel-
evision set away and took to reading nineteenth-century novels instead;
Trollope and Galsworthy were her favourites, When, despite herselt she

remote
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41d think about him, she would tell herself that he had been crafty
wﬂd 3gile-minded enough to survive, more or less, in her country, so
;mrely he would be able to do it in his own, where he knew the language.
;Lllle could not see him in the army, on either side; he wasn’t the type, -
and to her knowledge he had not believed in any particular ideology. He
would be something nondescript, something in the background, like her-
self. Perhaps he had become an interpreter.

- o UM
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