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“The Office” (incipit), Alice Munro
From Dance of the Happy Shades, 1968

The solution to my life occurred to me one evening while I was ironing a shirt. It
was simple but audacious. I went into the living room where my husband was watching
television and I said, “I think [ ought to have an office.”

It sounded fantastic, even to me. What do I want an office for? [ have a house; it is
pleasant and roomy and has a view of the sea; it provides appropriate places for eating
and sleeping, and having baths and conversations with one’s friends. Also, I have a
garden; there is no lack of space.

No. But here comes the disclosure which is not easy for me: [ am a writer. That
does not sound right. Too presumptuous; phony, or at least unconvincing. Try again. I
write. Is that better? I try to write. That makes it worse. Hypocritical humility. Well
then?

It doesn’t matter. However I put it, the words create their space of silence, the
delicate moment of exposure. But people are kind, the silence is quickly absorbed by the
solicitude of friendly voices, crying variously, how wonderful, and good for you, and
well, that is intriguing. And what do you write, they inquire with spirit. Fiction, I reply,
bearing my humiliation by this time with ease, even a suggestion of flippancy, which was
not always mine, and again, again, the perceptible circles of dismay are smoothed out by
such ready and tactful voices - which have however exhausted their stock of consolatory
phrases, and can say only, “Ah!”

So, this is what [ want an office for (I said to my husband): to write in. [ was at
once aware that it sounded like a finicky requirement, a piece of rare self-indulgence. To
write, as everyone knows, you need a typewriter, or at least a pencil, some paper, a table
and chair; I have all these things in a corner of my bedroom. But now [ want an office as
well.

And I was not even sure that [ was going to write in it, if we come down to that.
Maybe [ would sit and stare at the wall; even that prospect was not unpleasant to me. It
was really the sound of the word “office” that I liked, its sound of dignity and peace. And
purposefulness and importance. But [ did not care to mention this to my husband, so I
launched instead into a high-flown explanation which went, as I remember, like this:

A house is all right for a man to work in. He brings his work into the house, a
place is cleared for it; the house rearranges itself as best it can around him. Everybody
recognizes that his work exists. He is not expected to answer the telephone, to find
things that are lost, to see why the children are crying, or feed the cat. He can shut his
door. Imagine (I said) a mother shutting her door to them, and the children knowing she
is behind it; why, the very thought of it is outrageous to them. A woman who sits staring
into space, into a country that is not her husband’s or her children’s is likewise known to
be an offence against nature. So a house is not the same for a woman. She is not someone
who walks into the house, to make use of it, and will walk out again. She is the house:
there is no separation possible.

(And this is true, though as usual when arguing for something I am afraid [ do not
deserve, I put it in too emphatic and emotional terms. At certain times, perhaps on long
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spring evenings, still rainy and sad, with the cold bulbs in bloom and a light too mild for
promise drifting over the sea, [ have opened the windows and felt the house shrink back
into wood and plaster and those humble elements of which it is made, and the life in it
subside, leaving me exposed, empty-handed, but feeling a fierce and lawless quiver of
freedom, of loneliness too harsh and perfect for me now to bear. Then I know how the
rest of the time I am sheltered and encumbered, how insistently [ am warmed and
bound.)

“Go ahead if you can find one cheap enough, “is all my husband had to say to this.
He is not like me, he does not really want explanations. That the heart of another person
is a closed book, is something you will hear him say frequently, and without regret.

Even then I did not think it was something that could be accomplished. Perhaps
at bottom it seemed to me too improper a wish to be granted. I could almost more easily
have wished for a mink coat, for a diamond necklace; these are things women do obtain.
The children, learning of my plans, greeted them with the most dashing scepticism and
unconcern. Nevertheless | went down to the shopping centre which is two blocks from
where I live; there I had noticed for several months, and without thinking how they
could pertain to me, a couple of For Rent signs in the upstairs windows of a building that
housed a drugstore and a beauty parlor. As I went up the stairs [ had a feeling of
complete unreality; surely renting was a complicated business, in the case of offices; you
did not simply knock on the door of the vacant premises and wait to be admitted; it
would have to be done through channels. Also, they would want too much money.

As it turned out I didn’t even have to knock.



