Excerpt from Chapter 2 "Shopping" of The Handmaid's Tale by Margaret Atwood

The door of the room — not my room, | refuse to say my —is not locked. Infact it
doesn't shut properly. | go outinto the polished hallway, which has a runner down the
centre, dusty pink. Like a path through the forest, like a carpet for royalty, it shows me the
way.

The carpet bends and goes down the front staircase and | go with it, one hand on the
banister, once a tree, turned in another century, rubbed to a warm gloss. Late Victorian,
the house is, a family house, built for a large rich family. There's a grandfather clock in the
hallway, which doles out time, and then the door to the motherly front sitting room with its
fleshtones and hints. A sitting room in which | never sit, but stand or kneel only. Atthe end
of the hallway, above the front door, is a fanlight of coloured glass: flowers, red and blue.

There remains a mirror, on the hall wall. If | turn my head so that the white wings
framing my face direct my vision towards it, | can see it as | go down the stairs, round,
convex, a pier-glass, like the eye of a fish, and myself in it like a distorted shadow, a parody
of something, some fairytale figure in a red cloak, descending towards a moment of
carelessness thatis the same as danger. A Sister, dipped in blood.

At the bottom of the stairs there's a hat-and-umbrella stand, the bentwood kind,
long rounded rungs of wood curving gently up into hooks shaped like the opening fronds of
afern. There are several umbrellas init: black, forthe Commander, blue, for the
Commander's Wife, and the one assigned to me, which is red. | leave the red umbrella
where itis, because | know from the window that the day is sunny. | wonder whether or not
the Commander's Wife is in the sitting room. She doesn't always sit. Sometimes | can hear
her pacing back and forth, a heavy step and then a light one, and the soft tap of her cane on
the dusty-rose carpet.

I walk along the hallway, past the sitting-room door and the door that leads into the
dining room, and open the door at the end of the hall and go through into the kitchen. Here
the smellis longer of furniture polish. Ritais in here, standing at the kitchen table, which
has a top of chipped white enamel. She's in her usual Martha's dress, which is dull green,
like a surgeon's gown of the time before. The dress is much like mine in shape, long and
concealing, but with a bib apron over it and without the white wings and the veil. She puts
the veil on to go outside, but nobody much cares who sees the face of a Martha. Her
sleeves are rolled to the elbow, showing her brown arms. She's making bread, throwing the
loaves for the final brief kneading and then the shaping.

Rita sees me and nods, whether in greeting or in simple acknowledgement of my
presence it's hard to say, and wipes her floury hands on her apron and rummages in the



kitchen drawer for the token book. Frowning, she tears our three tokens and hands them to
me. Her face might be kindly if she would smile. But the frown isn't personal: it's the red
dress she disapproves of, and what it stands for. She thinks | may be catching, like a
disease or any form of bad luck.



