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Live Captioner standing by... 
>>  Good evening and welcome to the New York public library.  In just 
a minute the program will begin.  Remember, flash photography is not 
permitted.  If you haven't already, please grab a seat, silence your 
cell phone and enjoy tonight's program.
>>  Hi, everyone, good evening.  I'm Fay and I'm the Vice President of 
Public programs here at the New York public library.  Tonight we are 
thrilled to close out our fall season of live from NYPL on the highest 
of high notes to celebrate one of our greatest authors and my fellow 
Canadian, the one and only Margaret Atwood.
  Here at the library it's our mission to foster a lifelong love of 
reading and Margaret Atwood is the kind of writer who makes that job 
easy.  Whether you're a fan of poetry, a consumer of novels, short 
stories or graphic novels or Sci‑Fi or children's literature, chances 
are she's written something over the course of her career that's moved 
you, delighted you and caused you to come here this evening.  Because 
you're all super fans, I'll let you in on a secret.  In a few weeks, 
beginning in 2020, we will mark the libraries 125 anniversary by 
committing ourselves in exciting ways to that essential role of 
sparking and nurturing a love of reading.  Without giving too much 
away, I can tell you there will be all sorts of lists and you will not 
be surprised to find Margaret Atwood's name among them.
[Applause]
>>  Indeed, she has received just about every literary award that 
exists, most recently the Booker prize again for The Testaments, 
signed copies will be for sale immediately after the program.
She is also a long time friend of the New York public library and a 
true champion of every positive democratic value this institution 
stands for.  In a 2017 letter urging New York City to ‑‑ she wrote the 
library is a democratizing and liberating force like none other.  The 
library encourages new thinking and unexpected directions.  It offers 
support to immigrants, students, anyone with a well developed 
curiosity or deep need for community.  It is a place from minds to 
meet minds and hearts to move hearts.
We wholeheartedly agree and we can think of no better way to celebrate 
the occasion of her 80th birthday than to pay homage to her wide 
variety of work.  In the back of the room, you'll find a one night 
only display of items drawn from the library special collections 
exploring some of the interests from ornathology, to feminism, poetry 
and much more.  I encourage you to visit that display after the 
program.  Up here on stage an all‑star cast of authors, journalists, 
will delight and entertain with readings and performance of her work 
followed by Margaret Atwood herself.  Our marvelous host for this 
evening is Rebecca.  Rebecca was last here a little over a year ago to 



‑‑ revolutionary power of women's anger and we are so delighted she's 
back with us this evening.  Before I invite Rebecca to the stage I 
wanted to take a moment to thank a few people.  I want to begin with 
the consul general of Canada, Phyllis Yaffe whose tenure in New York 
is sadly coming to an end this month.  We have had the privilege of 
working with Phyllis at a number of programs at the library and she 
personifies her ‑‑ Phyllis, we're so grateful to you for your support.  
Please stand and be recognized.
[Applause].
I also want to thank Margaret's publisher who's been working with hour 
team at the library especially with our multi‑talented associate 
director Aiden Clark for many months to put this together.  Thank you 
also to the family of Richard B. Solomon ‑‑ whose generosity has 
extended throughout our entire season.  I also want to ‑‑ here with us 
this evening.  And finally, our thanks to all of you, our loyal 
patrons and supporters by purchasing tickets to Live you make possible 
not only events like tonight but also the free programs that take 
place here and across our 92 locations.  Now, please join me in 
welcoming tonight's host Rebecca.
>> Rebecca Traister: Hello, everybody.  Thank you so much for coming.
I first started reading Margaret Atwood when I was eleven years old, 
and picked up a copy of the Handmaid’s Tale that must have belonged to 
my mother or my aunt while on a summer vacation. It was the first 
contemporary adult novel that I ever read and it was my first 
experience of not being able to put a big novel down; I think I stayed 
up most of one night, lost in Gilead.

I think there’s an easy way to recall this early literary experience 
It's quirky and incidental but pretty unlikely to leave a mark.  What 
I remembered most about the experience of reading that book that 
summer was how deeply gratifying it was that my mother and my aunt 
kept exchanging concerned glances over my head.  Whatever it was I was 
doing, it was worrying them and that can only have been good.  It's 
also true that when I later of course went back to read it as a high 
school student and again, as a college student and again, as an adult, 
I would remember that the single detail that stayed with me from that 
first early reading was how Offred had secreted a pat of Burt in her 
sleeve and used it as moistureizer.  The first piece of evidence is 
that later that summer I picked up my second contemporary adult novel, 
which was coincidentally also about a violent political regime.
Second is that two years later, now a young teen, I gobbled Atwood’s 
Cat’s Eye, a book about female friendship that rang me like a bell, on 
practically the day it was published. It was like I’d been waiting for 
it.Earlier this fall I had the pleasure of interviewing Margaret 
Atwood in Washington, DC.  That night, the first question we got from 
the audience was from an upon 11 year old girl.  We were later told by 
organizeers, I couldn't see her in the crowd and the questions were 
handed on paper.  I was later told by the organizeers that she had 
been dropped off at the upon event by her parents.  Had sat there on 
her own, sitting in a seat propped up on a pillow so she could see the 



stage.  Now I'm 44 and I am now the concerned mother.  And I will 
admit to you that upon learning that there was this 11 year old in the 
crowd that night when our discussion was dark and deep, and profane, 
that I worried maybe it was all a little bit much for her.  And then I 
thought no, this is what it is.  I was able to recall my own pleasure 
and thrill, the explosions happening in my brain, that drive to turn 
page after page after page.  And none of this, I think, actually 
speaks to any Qued of pre‑cosity, it speaks to the timelessness and 
power of Margaret Atwood's work, some of which is historical fiction, 
some of which is set in an imagined or as she likes to say a 
speculative future let draws on brutal past reality.  Sentences that 
she wrote in the 1980s, bloom, chillingly, in 2019, and tonight we're 
here to celebrate the 80th birthday of a woman whose words are still 
changing the emotional and intellectual landscape of pre‑teen readers 
in Washington, DC and I suspect around the world.  So, I suspect that 
for everybody in this room our guest of honor needs no introduction, 
but introducing her is actually a part of my official job here 
tonight.  So I will say that and opera which we are lucky enough to be 
able to hear parts of tonight.  Her books include The Handmaid's Tale 
and The Testaments which was published this fall.  Cats eye, the 
edible woman, surfacing, The Blind Assassin, The Year of the Flood.  
Those are just my top favorites.  There are so many more.  And they 
have won a lot of awards, multiple Booker prizes.  The Penn center USA 
lifetime achievement award.  She's an environmentalist, an avid 
birder.  Margaret Atwood marked her 80th birthday a couple of weeks 
ago but she's permitting us to throw her a party tonight.  It will 
kickoff with performers from the Boston Lyric Opera, performing 
excerpts from The Handmaid's Tale.  It's the adaptation of the story 
of a woman who can remember a time before the rise of a thee Theo 
contract, controlling ‑‑ it became one of Boston Lyric Opera's 
productions, was called a brutal triumph by the New York Times, was ‑‑ 
and tonight the performers are Vera Savage, Felica, and Brett ‑‑ they 
will be accompanied by readings by Erin Morgenstern, the author of the 
night circus and this fall's new publication, the star less sea.  
Thank you.
[Applause]
>>  Erin ‑‑
I wish this story were different. I wish it were about love, or about 
sudden realizations important to one’s life, or even about sunsets, 
birds, rainstorms, or snow.
Maybe it is about those things, in a way; but in the meantime there is 
so much else getting in the way, so much whispering, so much 
speculations about others, so much gossip that cannot be verified, so 
many unsaid words, so much creeping about and secrecy…and then all at 
once these red events, like explosions, on streets otherwise decorous 
and matronly and somnambulant.
I’m sorry there is so much pain in this story. I’m sorry it’s in 
fragments, like a body caught in crossfire or pulled apart by force. 
But there is nothing I can do to change it.
Nevertheless it hurts me to tell it over, over again. But I keep on 



going—because after all I want you to hear it. By telling you anything 
at all I’m at least believing in you, I believe you’re there, I 
believe you into being. Because I’m telling you this story I will your 
existence. I tell, therefore you are.

Music: Boston Lyric Opera
[Applause]

Serena Joy leans forward. “Maybe I could get something for you,” she 
says. “Something you want,” she adds, wheedling almost.
“What’s that?” I say. I can’t think of anything I truly want that 
she’d be likely or able to give me.
“A picture,” she says, as if offering me some juvenile treat, an ice 
cream, a trip to the zoo. I look up again, puzzled.
“Of her,” she says. “Your little girl. But only maybe.”

She knows where they’ve put her then, where they’re keeping her. She’s 
known all along…The bitch.
Where is she? What have you done with her?

She’s in good hands, they said. With people who are fit. You are 
unfit, but you want the best for her. Don’t you?

They showed me a picture of her, standing outside on a lawn, her face 
a closed oval. Her hair was pulled back tight behind her head. Holding 
her hand was a woman I didn’t know.
You’ve killed her, I said. She looked like an angel, solemn, compact, 
made of air.
She was wearing a dress I’d never seen, white and down to the ground.
I step into the water, lie down let it hold me. I close my eyes, and 
she’s there with me, suddenly, without warning, it must be the smell 
of the soap. I put my face against the soft hair at the back of her 
neck and breathe her in, baby powder and child’s washed flesh and 
shampoo, with an undertone, the faint scent of urine. This is the age 
she is when I’m in the bath. She comes back to me at different ages. 
This is how I know she’s not really a ghost. If she were a ghost she 
would be the same age always.
Tonight I will say my prayers.
My God. Who Art in the Kingdom of Heaven, which is within.
I wish I knew what you were up to. I don’t believe for an instant that 
what’s going on out there is what You meant.
I suppose I should say I forgive whoever did this, and whatever 
they’re doing now. I’ll try, but it isn’t easy.
Don’t worry about forgiving me right now. There are more important 
things. For instance: Keep the others safe, if they are safe. Don’t 
let them suffer too much. If they have to die, let it be fast. You 
might even provide a Heaven for them.
I feel very unreal, talking to You like this. I feel as if I’m talking 
to a wall. I wish You’d answer. I feel so alone.
All alone by the telephone. Except I can’t use the telephone. And if I 



could, who could I call?
Oh God. It’s no joke. Oh God oh God. How can I keep living?
Music: Boston Lyric Opera
[Applause]
>>  
One in front, one behind, they escort me down the stairs.
The pace is leisurely, the lights are on.
Despite the fear, how ordinary it is.
From here I can see the clock. It’s no time in particular.
Serena Joy stands in the hallway looking incredulous.
The Commander is behind her.
He looks worried and helpless, but already withdrawing from me, 
distancing himself.
Whatever else I am to him, I am also at this point a disaster.
I could scream now, cling to the banister, relinquish dignity. I could 
stop them, at least for a moment. If they’re real they’ll stay, if not 
they’ll run away. Leaving me here.
The van waits in the driveway, its double doors stand open. The two of 
them, one on either side now, take me by the elbows to help me in. 
Whether this is my end or a new beginning I have no way of knowing: I 
have given myself over into the hands of strangers, because it can’t 
be helped.
   
And so I step up, into the darkness within; or else the light.

Music: Boston Lyric Orchestra
[Applause]
>>  As you will all see in your programs, the actress Claire Danes was 
scheduled to read next.  She was going to read three of Margaret 
Atwood's poems and her children's book, Up in the Tree.  Now, sadly, 
Claire Danes has the flu.  We are very grateful, however, that another 
special guest has offered to read in her place.
[Applause]
>> Margaret Atwood: Thank you very much.  I'm not Claire Danes.  So 
I'm going to read three poems that Claire Danes was going to read, 
written by me.
[Laughter]
>> Margaret Atwood: And the first one is a poem from approximately 
1978.  So slightly before I started thinking about The Handmaid's Tale 
in 1981.  This poem is called Spelling.

 My daughter plays on the floor

with plastic letters

Red, blue & hard yellow

Learning how to spell

Spelling



How to make spells.

I wonder how many women

Denied themselves daughters

Closed themselves in rooms

Drew the curtains

So they could mainline words.

A child is not a poem

A poem is not a child.

There is no either/or.

However.

I return to the story

Of the woman caught in the war

& in labour, her thighs tied

Together by the enemy

So she could not give birth.

Ancestress: the burning witch

Her mouth covered by leather

To strangle words.

A word after a word

After a word is power.

At the point where language falls away

From the hot bones, at the point

Where the rock breaks open and darkness

Flows out of it like blood, at

The melting point of granite



When the bones know

They are hollow & the word

Splits & doubles & speaks

The truth & the body

Itself becomes a mouth.

This is a metaphor.

How do you learn to spell?

Blood, sky & the sun

Your own name first

Your first naming, your first name

Your first word.
Second poem from the first decade of this century.

The moment when, after many years

Of hard work and a long voyage

You stand in the centre of your room

House, half‑acre, square mile, island, country

Knowing at last how you got there

And say, I own this

Is the same moment when the trees unloose

Their soft arms from around you

The birds take back their language

The cliffs fissure and collapse

The air moves back from you like a wave

And you can’t breathe.

No, they whisper. You own nothing.



You were a visitor, time after time

Climbing the hill, planting the flag, proclaiming.

We never belonged to you.

You never found us.

It was always the other way round.
Third poem.  Not yet published in a book, but will be next year as 
there is a new collection of poetry coming on November 24.
[Applause]
>> Margaret Atwood: Of 2020.  Somewhat strategyically ‑‑ strategically 
placed after a different date in November.
Fatal Light Awareness.

A thrush crashed into my window:

One lovely voice the less

Killed by glass as mirror—

A rich magician’s illusion of trees—

And by my laziness:

Why didn’t I hang the lattice?

Up there in the night air

Among the high‑rises, music dies

As you fire up your fake sunrises:

Your light is the birds’ last darkness.

All over everywhere

Their feathers are falling—

Warm, not like snow—

Though melting away.

We are a dying symphony.

No bird knows this

But us—we know



What our night magic does.

Our dark light magic.
And now for something a little lighter.
[Laughter]
[Applause]
>> Margaret Atwood: This is my first children's book called Up in the 
Tree.  It dates from the late 1970s when there was no children's book 
industry in Canada.  We just didn't have very many.  And my publisher, 
jack McClellan said why don't you do a children's book.  So I did, but 
we could only afford two colored printing, budget was really small.  
And that is why this book is some weird colors.  So we chose blue and 
red, which makes this funny shade of purple.  I illustrated it myself 
because it was cheaper, and I hand letterd it myself because it was 
cheaper.
It was done as a facscimile by ground wood press somewhat later on and 
I said you can do this but it has to be the same as when it was first 
published.  You can put a little note in saying why the colors are 
weird.  It's for very young children and quite good for beginning 
readers because the words are fairly short and some of them are in 
different colors.  And it rhymes.  What could be better?
So I'm going to read it and they are going to turn the pages on the 
screens.
Up in the Tree, by Margaret Atwood.
[Laughter]
We live in a tree.

Way UP in a tree

It’s fun

In the sun

And a pain in the rain

But we both have umbrellas

Way up in the tree.

We like our old tree

Our home in the tree;

We swing in the Springin
And we crawl in the Fall.

And we dance on the branches

Way up in the tree.



We like it up here

There’s nothing to fear

But it sometimes gets

WINDY

Way up in the tree!!

When it blows

Don’t fall off

Don’t wriggle or cough

Hold tight to the branches

Way up in the tree.

WHAT’S THIS WE SEE?

OH MY! OH ME!

Someone’s taken the LADDER

Away from the tree!
[Laughter]
>> Margaret Atwood: Those are supposed to be pork pines, by the way, 
not Beaver's.  Beavers are different.  That is why they are eating the 
ladder.  They also eat outdoor toilet seats but that's not in this 
book.

How will we get DOWN

Down, down to the ground?

Are we stuck here forever

Way up in the tree?

Oh no! Oh no!

There’s nowhere to go!

There’s no one to talk to

And nothing to see

And there’s no more hot water



Up here in our tree!

Oh moan! Oh groan!

There’s no telephone!

We’ve run out of pancakes

We’ve run out of tea

We’ll have to eat LEAVES

Up here in our tree!

How WILL we get down

Down, down to the ground?

Are we stuck here

FOREVER

In this HORRIBLE TREE?

THERE’S A FRIEND

IN THE TREE!
Don't ask what kind of bird this is.
[Laughter]

THERE’S A FRIEND

IN THE TREE!

WE ARE FREE!!

WE ARE FREE!!

We don’t need a ladder

With a friend in the tree!

Now we’re down on the ground

Safe and sound, safe and sound

And we want to climb back

To our home in the tree;



So with tables and chairs

We work hard making

STAIRS

So we won’t NEED a ladder

To live in our tree!

The End
[Applause]
>>  I now get to welcome Ann Dowd.
[Applause]
>>  Who plays the part of Aunt Lydia, so mem reasonable, I in Hulu's 
adaptation of The Handmaid's Tale.  She's going to be reading from The 
Testaments.
[Applause]
>> Ann Dowd: Try reading after Margaret Atwood, I just want to say.
[Laughter]
>> Ann Dowd: I want my children to be young again and I want them to 
read this book.  It makes me sob.  But I have a job to do so, like 
Lydia, I shall do it.

My life might have been very different. If only I’d looked around me, 
taken in the wider view. If only I’d packed up early enough, as some 
did, and left the country—the country that I still foolishly thought 
was the same as the country to which I had for so many years belonged.

Such regrets are of no practical use. I made choices, and 
then, having made them, I had fewer choices. Two roads diverged in a 
yellow wood, and I took the one most travelled by. It was littered 
with corpses, as such roads are. But as you will have noticed, my own 
corpse is not among them.

My arrest came shortly after the Sons of Jacob attack that liquidated 
Congress. Initially we were told it was Islamic terrorists: a National 
Emergency was declared, but we were told that we should carry on as 
usual, that the Constitution would shortly be reinstated, and that the 
state of emergency would soon be over. That was correct, but not in 
the way we’d assumed.
It was a viciously hot day. The courts had been closed—temporarily, 
until a valid line of command and the rule of law could be 
reinstituted, we were told. Despite that, some of us had gone into 
work—the freed‑up time could always be used to tackle the document 
backlog, or that was my excuse. Really I wanted company.
Oddly, none of our male colleagues had felt the same need. Perhaps 
they were finding solace among their wives and children.
As I was reading through some casework, one of my younger colleagues—
Katie, recently appointed, thirty‑six, and three months pregnant via 



sperm bank—came into my office. “We need to leave,” she said.

I stared at her. “What do you mean? I said.

“We need to get out of the country. There’s something happening.”

“Well, of course—the state of emergency—”

“No, more than that. My bank card’s been cancelled. My credit cards—
both of them. I was trying to get a plane ticket, that’s how I know.

“What?” I said. “Why? They can’t simply cut off your money!”

“It seems they can,” said Katie. “If you’re a woman.

“It’s worse than you think,” said Anita, a somewhat older colleague. 
She’d come into my office too. “Way worse.”

At that moment the main door was kicked in. Five men entered, two by 
two and then one on his own, submachine guns at the ready. Katie, 
Anita, and I came out of my office.

“What’s this about?” I said, “You could have knocked! The door was 
open!”

The men ignored me. One of them—the leader, I suppose—said to his 
companion, “Got the list?”

The second‑in‑command held up a sheet of paper. “Who’s the pregnant 
one?” he said. The three of us looked at one another. Katie stepped 
forward. “I am,” she said.

“No husband, right?”

“No, I…” Katie was holding her hands protectively in front of her 
stomach. She’d chosen single motherhood, as many women did in those 
days.

“The high school,” the leader said. Two of his men stepped forward.

“Come with us, ma’am,” said the first.

“Why?” said Katie. “You can’t just barge in here and—”

“Come with us,” said the second man. They grabbed her by her arms, 
hauled. She screamed, but out she went through the door nonetheless.

“Stop that!” I said. We could hear her voice outside in the hall, 
diminishing.



“I’m giving the orders,” said the leader.

“Don’t worry, she won’t be hurt,” said the second‑in‑command. “She’s 
going to a place of safety.”

He read our names off the list. There was no point in denying who we 
were; they already knew.

“Box store or stadium? For these two here?”

“Stadium,” said the leader. “One of them’s overage, they’ve both got 
law degrees they’re lady judges. You heard the orders.”

“It’s a waste though, in some cases,” said the second one, nodding 
towards Anita.

“Providence will decide,” said the leader.

Anita and I were taken down the stairs, five flights. Then we were 
cuffed with our hands in front of us and inserted into a black van, 
with a solid panel between us and the driver and mesh inside the 
darkened glass windows.

“What will they do?” Anita whispered. We couldn’t see out the windows. 
Nor could we see each other, except as dim shapes.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

The van paused—at a checkpoint, I suppose—then moved, then halted. 
“Final stop,” said a voice. “Out!”

It was hard to get down from the van with my hands cuffed; 
someone took my arm and pulled, and I lurched onto the ground.

As the van pulled away, I stood unsteadily and gazed around. I was in 
an open space in which there were many groups of other people—other 
women, I should say—and a large number of men with guns.

I was in a stadium. But it was no longer that. Now it was a 
prison.

Anita and I were prodded to the right. We joined a herd of other 
women: I describe it as a herd because we were being herded. This 
collection was funnelled into a section of the bleachers marked off by 
the kind of yellow tape typical of crime scenes. There must have been 
about forty of us.

Anita and I sat beside each other. To my left was a woman I didn’t 
know who said she was a lawyer; to the right of Anita was another 
lawyer. Behind, four judges; in front of us, four more. All of us 



judges or lawyers.

“They must be sorting us by profession,” said Anita.

We hadn’t had lunch, and we weren’t given any. Throughout the 
following hours, vans continued to arrive and discharge their willing 
female passengers.

To pass the time I berated myself. Stupid, stupid, stupid: I’d 
believed all that claptrap about life, liberty, democracy, and the 
rights of the individual I’d soaked up at law school. These were 
eternal verities and we would always defend them. I’d depended on 
that, as if on a magic charm.

At four o’clock we were treated to a spectacle. Twenty women, of 
various sizes and ages, but all in business attire, were led into the 
centre of the field. I say led because they were blindfolded. Their 
hands were cuffed in front. They were arranged in two rows, ten and 
ten. The front row was forced to kneel down, as if for a group photo.

A man in a black uniform orated into a microphone about how 
sinners were always visible to the Divine Eye and their sin would find 
them out. An undertone of assent, like a vibration, came from the 
guards and attendants. Mmmmmm...like a motor revving up.

“God will prevail,” concluded the speaker.

There was a chorus of baritone Amens. Then the men who’d 
escorted the blindfolded women raised their guns and shot them. Their 
aim was good: the women keeled over.

There was a collective groan from all of us who were seated in 
the bleachers. I heard screams and sobbing. Some of the women leapt to 
their feet, shouting—I could not make out the words—but we were 
quickly silenced by being hit on the backs of their heads with the 
butts of guns. There were no repeated blows: one sufficed. Again, the 
aim was good: these men were trained.

We were to see but not speak: the message was clear. But why? 
If they were going to kill us all, why this display?

As time crept by, things fell into a pattern. Sleep at night, 
if you could. Endure the days. Hug the weepers, though I have to say 
the weeping became tedious. So did the howling.

Some women had nightmares, as you’d assume. They would groan 
and thrash about during them, or sit bolt upright with modified 
shouts. I’m not criticizing: I had nightmares myself.

In the mornings, wakeup was perpetrated by a siren. Those whose 



watches had not been taken away—watch removal had been spotty—reported 
that this happened at 6 a.m. Bread and water for breakfast. How 
superlatively good that bread tasted! Some wolfed and guzzled, but I 
made my portion last as long as possible. Chewing and swallowing 
distracts from abstract metal wheel‑spinning. Also it passes the time.

Then, lineups for the foul toilets, and good luck to you if yours was 
clogged, since no one would come to unclog it. Some of the more 
tidy‑minded tried to clean up the washrooms, but once they saw how 
hopeless it was they gave up. Giving up was the new normal, and I have 
to say it was catching.

They were reducing us to animals—to penned‑up animals—to our animal 
nature. They were rubbing our noses in that nature. We were to 
consider ourselves subhuman.

The rest of each day would unfurl like a toxic flower, petal by petal, 
agonizingly slow. We were sometimes handcuffed again, though sometimes 
not, then marched out in a line and slotted into the bleachers to sit 
under the blazing sun, and on one occasion—blissfully—in a cool 
drizzle.

Lunch was sandwiches, and one one day—the drizzle day—some carrot 
sticks.

“Nothing like a balanced meal,” said Anita. We had contrived to sit 
next to each other most days, and to sleep in proximity. She had not 
been a personal friend before this time, merely a professional 
colleague, but it gave me comfort simply to be with someone I knew; 
someone who personified my previous achievements, my previous life. 
You might say we bonded.

“You were a damn fine judge,” she whispered to me on the third day.

“Thank you. So were you,” I whispered back. Were was chilling.

The afternoons were chosen for the executions. The same parade out to 
the middle of the field, with the blinded condemned ones.

The same man in a black uniform exhorting into a microphone: 
God will prevail!

Then the shots, the toppling, the limp bodies. Then the 
cleanup. There was a truck for the corpses. Were they buried? Were 
they burned? Or was that too much trouble? Perhaps they were simply 
taken to a dumpsite and left for crows.

On the fourth day there was a variation: three of the shooters 
were women. They weren’t in business suits, but in long brown garments 
like bathrobes, with scarves tied under their chins. That got our 



attention.

“Monsters!” I whispered to Anita.

“How could they?” she whispered back.

During the days new women would be added to our group of lawyers and 
judges. It stayed the same size, however, since every night some were 
removed. They were left singly, between two guards. We did not know 
where they were being taken, or why. None came back.

On the sixth night Anita was spirited away. It happened very 
quietly. Sometimes the targeted ones would shout and resist, but Anita 
did not, and I am ashamed to say that I was asleep when she was 
deleted. I woke up when the morning siren went off and she was simply 
not there.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” one kind soul whispered to me 
as we stood in line for the pullulating toilets.

“I’m sorry too,” I whispered back. But I was already hardening 
myself for what was almost surely to come. Sorry solves nothing, I 
told myself. Over the years—the many years—how true I have found that 
to be.
That's it.
[Applause]
>>  Margaret, I'm sorry for the errors that I made, my dear.  There 
she is.  She just shot me, just so you know.  I wanted to say on this 
beautiful evening this morning I tried to imagine what it was like to 
be a writer.  I do this very rarely because it's a ticket to torture 
for me.  I was never able to keep a journal because I would look down 
with what I had written and honestly it was if the words had said back 
to me, what are you talking about.  So I haven't done it since, but I 
wanted to persevere on this occasion because I wanted to find words 
other than brilliant and amazing to describe what it is like to read 
the words of Margaret Atwood.  I wanted to do what great writers do, 
which is to say words and find words and use them so we think we have 
never heard them before.  Well, the truth is I'm an actor.  Not 
unhappily, may I say.  So here's what I want to say.  This is a dream 
that actors have.  You play a role, like Lydia in The Handmaid's Tale, 
and you come to love her, and you become attached to her and you spend 
three years with her and you realize I'm still curious about her, I 
want to know more, please.
And then you hear there's a sequel being written.  Don't tell anyone.  
And then the prayers begin, please, please let Lydia be involved.  
Please, because I want to know more, and please, please let her being 
able to do it her way with her kind of strength, please.  And then you 
read the novel and it's your dream taken to the ex po ‑‑ exponential.  
I have the privilege of reading the audio book which I'd never done 
before.  And this is what happened.  It's hard to do it, I'm going to 



say, because if you take a wrong breath because they hear everything 
or if you stumble a little you have to redo it.  That's the way it is.  
As soon as I began to read, this is what Margaret's work does, you 
fall immediately into the soul of the character.  Into the soul.  
Great writers don't just write words.  They write behavior.  They 
write character.  They write:  This is who I am.  The other that 
happens when you read Margaret's words is you go back to your learning 
days of acting, very important lessons that most of the time you 
forget.  Take the full breath.  She doesn't write simple sentences, 
just letting you know.
[Laughter]
>>  Follow the thought to the end of the line.  Use the words to get 
what you want.  That is the pleasure and privilege of Margaret Atwood.  
So to this beautiful woman whom I love and admire, Margaret, happy 
birthday to you.  Thank you.
[Applause]
>>  That was beautiful.  I am now introducing a conversation that I'm 
participating in, along with the guest of honor and birthday girl, 
Margaret Atwood.  And Jia Tolentino.  Come on up stage.
[Applause]
>>  I'm going to listen to that audio book and freak myself out.
Happy birthday, Margaret.
>> Margaret Atwood: Thank you, it's kind of a prolonged birthday.  The 
long good by bye, the ‑‑
>>  Is this your last birthday.  Of the year?
Is this the end of birthday season for the year?
[Laughter]
>> Margaret Atwood: Let's find out.
[Laughter]
>>  I think ‑‑ we want to talk about Cat's Eye.  In part, I think, 
because there's in all the feminist reading of your work that's been 
done, there's one lens through which the before you ‑‑ brutality is 
very obviously administered in one gender direction.  Men's brutality 
against women, the mysogenistic brutality ‑‑
>> Margaret Atwood: Quite effectively and doesn't get caught.
>>   the thing that both Jia and I are drawn to is the depiction of 
women's brutality toward each other in so much of your work.
>> Margaret Atwood: Did you have a sad childhood, dear?
>>  It was a little Cat's Eye.
>>  You write about systemic cruelty and power being wielded within 
structures.  What I find so interesting about that there is this 
mirror image of it in your work with the intimate wielding of power 
along the structure of friendship and obligation and love among women.  
And Cat's Eye was also scary to me in a deep deep way.  And I was 
wondering what you think about that other side of your work which is 
not what people bring up to you as much these days.
>> Margaret Atwood: They do bring it up but usually not in public.
>>  As if it's not a news worthy subject or something?
>> Margaret Atwood: Well, I'm not sure why that is.  When I published 
the book, there was a little bit of blow back, how can you say these 



things about female people as betrayal of solidarity, whatnot whatnot.  
Well, because they're true.  Yeah?
And I got, it was the days of letters.  Remember letters?
You wrote this thing on paper, put it in an envelope and stamp on it.  
I still get some of those.  I got a lot of mail about this book, some 
letters.  And the ones from female people usually said I really 
identified with this book and my so‑called best friends did even worse 
things to me and here's what some of them were.  And I thought I 
didn't go far enough.  And then I got some from men.  And they said 
things like now we finally understand what was going on in grade four.
Because we never could figure it out.  There was all these girls 
whispering about things we did not understand.  And some of them were 
from parents and they were saying:  What can we do?
Here's how it seemed to go once upon a time.  Maybe it's different 
now.
Little boys fought it out and they had stable hierarchies based on 
discernible things.  And how do I know this?
I had an older brother, I taught at summer camp and why did two girl 
counselors have seven‑year‑old boys?
Because the summer before, they had boy counselors in that age group 
and one of the children went the whole term without having a bowel 
movement and had to be roto rooted at the end of the summer.  So the 
thinking of the management was that women are so much more cognizant.
>>  You would never have let that happen.
>> Margaret Atwood: That was their thinking.  So every single little 
boy in the cabin, by the end of the summer, was wetting the bed.  Why?
Because the head boy, called Neil, was a bed wetter.  So the others 
wanted to emulate them.  And this is male power structure in a 
nutshell.
[Laughter]
>> Margaret Atwood: So the guy at the very bottom of the heap, who's 
‑‑ distinguishing feature was that he wouldn't eat peas.  This was the 
only thing he could do to get other boys to admire him.  He finally 
woke up one morning and said:  I wet the bed!
He finally joined the group.  Everybody else had been wetting the bed 
for some time.  I don't know how he got into this.  The point being 
with little girls it was quite different.  So the boys had a power 
structure that you can say Neil is the top boy because he's the best 
at baseball.  And this other boy was second top because he had the 
best collection of baseball cards.  You can see that baseball was a 
thing.  And he could memorize statistics, although he wasn't athletic, 
he nonetheless had this spot.  Sort of like sports commentators have a 
certain status because they know so much.  That was him.  He was 
seven.
What did these little boys most like to do?
Play baseball and get really, really filthy dirty because they weren't 
allowed to do it at home.  So I would take it out ‑‑ I won't go 
further into little boys.  It involved making campfires, making your 
own craft dinner and stirring it with filthy sticks and then eating 
it.  That was really good.



And then they would wet their sleeping bags.  That was harder to deal 
with than the sheets.  Tissue ‑‑ the little girls on the other hand 
had an unstable hierarchy and you could not tell why one girl might be 
top girl and then there would be arcane Renaissance court and 
depositions.  People would be deposed.  But you didn't know quite why 
they had gotten deposed.  They would be suddenly overthrown but they 
wouldn't know why.  It was all deeply troubling and this is why it's 
such a nightmare, I think.
>>  I think that's why The Testaments is it's both forms of cruelty at 
once in a different way than The Handmaid's Tale.  I always think 
about something a character of yours says that making poison is as 
much fun as making a cake.
>> Margaret Atwood: Unfortunately.  That's why we like Richard the 
third.  That's why we like Aunt Lydia.
>>  Right.  And I was thinking about that particular scene that Ann 
read so overpoweringly, that that is the scene where the poison is 
made.  That is the cake of the poison being made in the novel.  And 
that's that part where when I got to it, it was just slowly, one by 
one, first the men shooting them and the woman comes on stage.  And 
one thing I have always been curious about, one thing I find myself 
struggling with these days is cruelty is endlessly interesting but it 
can also flip into the banal.  I'm wondering if there are forms of 
cruelty that you find uninteresting or if the abuse of power holds 
some sort of heat?
>> Margaret Atwood: I think it's always interesting in that you, if 
you're interested in fairness, so there's two questions that you can 
interrogate any situation with.  The first question is:  Is it true?
And the second one is:  Is it fair?
So if it's true, is it fair?
If it's untrue, is it fair to say it's true?
So it's always unfair.  So power is always unfair, but it can be 
unfair in different ways.  So I recommend to you a book called The 
Power by Naomi Alderman in which women suddenly have the power to 
electrocute people, a power that was shared with somebody from an 
older book, a book called She by ‑‑ of great interest to people, the 
alert part of the ‑‑ 19th Century because here's this very powerful 
woman.  It was called the woman question.  And here was a person who 
embodied what would happen if a rather immoral woman had power.  So 
she could electrocute people and did.  So Naomi took that and made it 
so that what if all women, but no men, had developed the power, due to 
a failed World War II experiment, those are so useful, something had 
got into the water as it does and all of a sudden you could have this 
power.  And at first in the book you think, oh, yay, that will redress 
the physical power imbalance.  And then things start to go somewhat 
pear‑shaped in various directions.  So I recommend it for a study of 
power.  Power is neutral.  It's just power.  It's like electric light 
bulbs.  They make it possible for you to read, but if you stick your 
finger in the socket, you will get a nasty surprise.  So the power is 
neutral.  It doesn't care.  It's a tool.  The beings making the 
choices about how to use that power are human beings.  Some of them 



make good choices and some of them make bad choices and some of them 
make choices they think are good but that turn out to be bad.  And 
some with limited power make very constrained choices.  So you don't 
get the whole smorgasbord, you get this or that and that can be very, 
very limited in choices indeed.  So it's easy to judge people in 
retrospect about the choices they have made, but maybe they only had 
this many choices, hence the book Sophie's Choice.
>>  And some of your stories are about women who find ways to wield 
power or who turn toward ways to wield power against other women in 
harmful and painful ways.  But then on the other side of it, leverage 
that power to help some of the very same women they've hurt.  That's 
obviously key to The Testaments, and Robert bride.  I don't know how 
many people here have read the Robert bride but she's a character who 
takes all these women's husbands and partners in a way that's very 
cruel.
>> Margaret Atwood: She's a collector.
>>  It's been a while since I read it, but I remember part of the 
question of the novel being why is she saving them.  She's inflicting 
this terrible cruelty and women bond in the ways they have been hurt 
by this other woman, and yet their bad relationships are over, thanks 
to her.
>>  I remember like reading and yeah, that one husband had to go.
>> Margaret Atwood: I was in England when we published this book and I 
asked a group which of the characters in the Robert Bride do you like 
the best?
And they said they liked Zenia best and I said why?
And somebody stood up in the back of the room and said because women 
are tired of being good all the time.
>>  Yeah!
She's my favorite too.
>> Margaret Atwood: That was then.  I think you better be a bit 
careful about that.
>>  That's also the contradictions around Aunt Lydia herself and 
that's one of the things that the testament


