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INTRODUCTION: THE
DECEPTIVELY SIMPLE WORLD OF
MARGARET ATWOOD'S "HAPPY
ENDINGS"

Margaret  Atwood,  a  luminary  of
contemporary  literature,  is  celebrated
for  her  sharp  wit,  incisive  social
c o m m e n t a r y ,  a n d  m a s t e r f u l
deconstruction of narrative form. Among
her  most  intriguing  and  frequently
studied works is the short story "Happy
Endings,"  first  published  in  1983  in  the
collection  Murder  in  the  Dark.  At  first
glance,  this  piece  appears  deceptively
simple,  almost  like  a  writing  exercise.
However,  beneath  its  straightforward
surface  lies  a  profound  meditation  on
storytelling,  love,  marriage,  mortality,
and  the  very  nature  of  narrative
satisfaction.  Understanding  a  Margaret
Atwood Happy Endings summary is not
merely about recounting plot points; it is
about  appreciating  a  metafictional
masterpiece that challenges readers to
reconsider  what  they  expect  from  a
s to ry .  Th i s  a r t i c l e  p rov ides  a
comprehensive exploration of  Atwood's
"Happy  Endings,"  offering  a  detailed
summary,  thematic  analysis,  and  an
examination  of  its  lasting  literary
significance.

WHAT IS "HAPPY ENDINGS"? A

STRUCTURAL OVERVIEW

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  a
Margaret  Atwood  Happy  Endings
summary,  it  is  essential  to understand
the  story's  unique  structure.  "Happy
Endings" is a metafictional short story—a
story about storytelling itself. It does not
follow  a  traditional  linear  narrative.
Instead,  Atwood  presents  a  series  of
hypothetical scenarios labeled from A to
F.  Each  scenario  features  two  main
characters, John and Mary, and explores
different  ways  their  lives  (and  deaths)
might unfold. The story begins with the
most conventional  version,  Scenario A,
which  is  the  classic  "happy  ending."
From  there,  Atwood  systematically
complicates  the  narrative,  introducing
darker  elements  such  as  infidelity,
murder, suicide, and existential despair.
The story's central thesis, stated directly
by  the  narrator,  is  that  the  ending  is
always the same: "John and Mary die."
The  only  thing  that  varies  is  what
happens before they die—the "middle"
of the story. This radical idea strips away
the  illusion  of  unique  resolution  and
forces  the  reader  to  focus  on  the
journey, not the destination.

DETAILED MARGARET ATWOOD
HAPPY ENDINGS SUMMARY:
SCENARIOS A THROUGH F

To  ful ly  appreciate  the  article,  a
thorough walkthrough of each scenario
is  necessary.  This  Margaret  Atwood
Happy Endings  summary will  cover  all
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six  parts,  highl ighting  their  key
differences  and  implications.

Scenario A: The
Conventional
Happy Ending
Scenario A is the archetypal love story.
John and Mary meet. They fall  in love.
They get married. They buy a charming
house in a nice neighborhood. They have
stimulating  jobs  (John  a  professional,
Mary  a  minor  figure  in  the  arts).  They
have two children, a son and a daughter.
They  pursue  hobbies,  take  vacations,
and grow old together. Eventually, they
die.  This  is  the  "happy  ending"  that
popular  culture,  romance  novels,  and
Hollywood  films  have  conditioned  us  to
crave.  Atwood  presents  it  in  a  flat,
declarative tone, almost like a summary
on a book jacket. There is no conflict, no
tension, and, most importantly, no real
story. It is the template from which all
other scenarios deviate.

Scenario B: The
Unrequited Love
In Scenario B, Mary is madly in love with
John, but John is not in love with Mary.
He  uses  her  for  sex  and  convenience
while waiting for Madge, the woman he
truly loves. Mary, aware of this, accepts
the situation because she believes that
having any part of  John is better than
having none. She waits for him, cooks for
him, and supports him emotionally. The
story  continues  in  this  painful  routine
until  John,  after  finally  marrying  Madge,
dies in a car crash. Mary, devastated and

with  no purpose left,  commits  suicide.
The "happy ending" (death) is the same,
but  the  middle  is  filled  with  emotional
anguish  and  self-deception.  This
scenario  critiques  the desperate,  often
self-destructive,  nature  of  unrequited
love.

Scenario C: The
Thriller / Mystery
Plot
Scenario C introduces elements of crime
and sensation. An older, wealthier man
named  James  is  in  love  with  Mary.
However, Mary is in love with John. John
is in love with a mysterious woman, not
Mary.  James,  consumed  by  jealousy,
suggests a murder-suicide pact to Mary.
When  Mary  refuses,  James  kills  John,
then  kills  Mary,  and  finally  kills  himself,
staging it to look like a murder-suicide
committed  by  John  and  Mary.  The
newspapers  report  a  tragic  love  pact.
This scenario satirizes the thriller genre,
where  love  is  often  a  catalyst  for
v io lence.  The  "middle"  is  now  a
sensational crime story, but the ending
remains death.

Scenario D: The
Boredom of
Domesticity
Scenario D is perhaps the most cynical
of the bunch. Mary and John marry and
are physically passionate. This passion,
however, fades with time. They become
bored. They try to revive their sex life
with mild experiments, to no avail. They
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become resentful. John leaves Mary for a
younger woman. Mary, feeling liberated,
transforms  her  life.  She  becomes  a
charismatic political activist, develops a
sense of  purpose, and eventually dies,
old and fulfilled. John, however, struggles
in his new relationship. His young lover
leaves him, and he becomes a lonely,
depressed  alcoholic,  eventually  dying.
This scenario flips the script. It suggests
that the conventional "happy ending" (a
stable  marriage)  can be a  prison,  and
that  l iberation  can  come  from  its
destruct ion.  Yet ,  both  st i l l  d ie ,
highlighting that purpose in the middle is
more  important  than  the  marital
structure.

Scenario E: The
Apocalyptic End
Scenario  E  is  the  shortest  and  most
abstract. John and Mary are simply alive,
breathing, and sleeping. The "bomb" is
coming. They are powerless. The story's
middle is reduced to a state of passive
waiting  for  an  inevitable,  catastrophic
end. This scenario introduces a cosmic
or  political  fatalism.  It  suggests  that
sometimes,  the  middle  is  defined  by
forces  beyond  the  characters'  control,
like  war,  climate  change,  or  nuclear
annihilation.  The  ending  is  still  death,
but it is collective rather than individual.

Scenario F: The
Metafictional
Conclusion
Scenario  F  breaks  the  fourth  wall
entirely.  Atwood  addresses  the  reader

directly,  stating  that  the  only  truly
authentic  beginning is  "John and Mary
die."  From  this  point,  the  author  can
work  backwards  to  create  any  middle
imaginable. Atwood then provides a list
of  narrative  elements—"thrillers,"
"romance,"  "character  development,"
"heroism," "sex," "violence"—that can be
inserted  to  make  the  story  more
interesting. Scenario F is the crux of the
Margaret  Atwood  Happy  Endings
summary.  It  is  the author's  manifesto,
declaring that plot is a mere contrivance
and that the value of a story lies in the
quality of its "middle." The ending is a
given; the art is in the journey.

KEY THEMES IN "HAPPY
ENDINGS"

Beyond a basic Margaret Atwood Happy
Endings  summary,  identifying  the  core
themes  is  crucial.  Atwood  uses  this
short,  experimental  piece  to  explore
several profound ideas.

The Illusion of
the "Happy
Ending"
The most obvious theme is the critique
of  the  conventional  happy  ending.
Atwood  argues  that  the  concept  is  a
narrative  crutch.  By  showing  that  all
endings are the same (death), she forces
the  reader  to  reject  the  idea  that  a
story's  value  is  determined  by  its
conclusion.  The  "happy  ending"  of  a
wedding,  a  reunion,  or  a  victory  is
merely  a  pause  before  the  inevitable.
True  narrative  interest,  she  implies,
resides in the messy, complicated, and
often  painful  middle.  This  is  a  deeply
humanist  and  existential  point:  life  is
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defined  by  how  we  live,  not  by  how  we
die.

Narrative
Conventions and
Genre
Atwood is  playfully  demonstrating how
different  genres  provide  different
" m i d d l e s . "  S c e n a r i o  B  i s  a
romance/drama. Scenario C is a thriller.
Scenario  D  is  a  domestic  drama.
Scenario  E  is  apocalyptic  fiction.  By
presenting these variations on the same
basic outcome, she shows that genre is
s imply  a  set  o f  convent ions  for
structuring  conflict.  The  reader's
expectations  shift  with  each  scenario,
proving  how  conditioned  we  are  by
narrative  tropes.  This  makes  "Happy
Endings" an excellent tool for teaching
literary theory and genre studies.

Gender Roles
and Power
Dynamics
Although  the  story  is  deliberately
schematic, the power dynamics between
John and Mary are telling. In Scenarios B
and C,  Mary is  often portrayed as the
desperate, passive partner, pining for a
man who  does  not  value  her.  John  is
often  the  detached,  selfish  figure.
Scenario D offers a reversal where Mary
finds  empowerment  after  leaving  John.
This  reflects  Atwood's  broader  feminist
concerns.  The  "happy  ending"  of
marriage, as presented in Scenario A, is
shown  to  be  a  potentially  stifling

institution,  especially  for  women.  The
story  subtly  critiques  the  patriarchal
assumptions embedded in conventional
romance narratives.

Metafiction and
the Author's Role
"Happy Endings" is a textbook example
of  metafiction—fiction  that  self-
consc ious ly  examines  i t s  own
construction.  The  narrator  (who  is
essentially  Atwood)  directly  addresses
the  reader,  explains  the  rules  of  the
game,  and  offers  writing  advice.  This
technique  destroys  the  suspension  of
disbelief.  Instead  of  being  lost  in  the
story, the reader becomes a critic and a
collaborator.  Atwood  is  essentially
saying, "I can write any story I want, but
you, the reader, must understand that it
is  all  a  construct."  This  is  a  powerful
reminder of the artificiality of art.

LITERARY DEVICES AND STYLE IN
"HAPPY ENDINGS"

A  complete  Margaret  Atwood  Happy
Endings  summary  would  be  remiss
without  examining  the  author 's
masterful  use  of  literary  devices.
A twood 's  s ty le  in  th i s  p iece  i s
deliberately  flat  and  clinical,  a  stark
contrast  to  her  more  lyrical  prose  in
works like The Handmaid's Tale.

Direct Address: Atwood speaks
directly to the reader, using the
second person "you." This creates
a sense of intimacy and
instruction, as if the author is a
tutor teaching a creative writing
class.
Repetition: The phrase "John and
Mary die" is repeated throughout
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the story. This drumbeat of
inevitability reinforces the central
thesis and creates a darkly comic
effect.
Brevity and Compression: The
story is very short, yet it covers
immense thematic ground. This
compression forces the reader to
engage actively with the text,
filling in the gaps and considering
the implications of each scenario.
Irony: The title itself is deeply
ironic. The story systematically
dismantles the very concept of a
happy ending. The "happy" ending
is simply death, which is the
ultimate negation of happiness.
Diagrammatic Structure: The
use of letters (A, B, C, D, E, F)
gives the story the appearance of
a mathematical proof or a user
manual. This intellectualizes the
emotional content, allowing
Atwood to discuss love and death
without sentimentality.

WHY "HAPPY ENDINGS" REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

This  Margaret  Atwood  Happy  Endings
summary would be incomplete without
considering  the  story's  contemporary
relevance.  In  an  age  of  binge-worthy
television,  formulaic  blockbusters,  and
algorithm-driven  content,  Atwood's
critique of narrative satisfaction is more
pertinent than ever. We are constantly
sold  "happy  endings"—in  movies,  on
social  media,  in  advertising.  Atwood
reminds us that a life well-lived is not
about the perfect conclusion but about
the complexity of the journey.

Furthermore, the story's feminist critique
of  romantic  archetypes  continues  to
resonate.  The  #MeToo  movement  and
ongoing  discussions  about  relationship
dynamics  echo  the  power  imbalances
Atwood sketched in her scenarios.  The
story encourages readers to question the
scripts they have been handed regarding
love,  marriage,  and  fulfillment.  It  is  a
powerful tool for critical thinking about
the stories we consume and the lives we
lead.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
INTERPRETATION

Since  its  publication,  "Happy  Endings"
has become a staple of college literature
and creative writing courses. Critics have
praised  it  as  a  brilliant  example  of
postmodern short fiction. Some interpret
it  as  a  cynical  statement  about  the
futil ity  of  l ife.  Others  view  it  as  a
liberating  affirmation  of  the  author's
creative  power.  The  ambiguity  is
intentional.  Atwood does not provide a
single  moral.  Instead,  she  provides  a
framework for thinking.
A key point of scholarly discussion is the
story's relationship to existentialism. The
insistence that death is the only certain
ending  echoes  the  existentialist  belief
that life is  defined by our choices in the
face  of  meaningless.  Like  Jean-Paul
Sartre or Albert Camus, Atwood suggests
that we must create our own meaning in
the  "middle"  because  the  ending  offers
none.

CONCLUSION: THE END IS JUST
THE BEGINNING

Margaret Atwood's "Happy Endings"


