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Mun-ja looked calmly through the dusty window, and when she saw the wind
blowing furiously down the street she put on her wool gloves.

Because the wool shrank and clumped together when she washed them, she had
to press hard on the valleys between the fingers as she worked her hands into them.
Nobody wore these gaudy gloves anymore; they’d been out of fashion for years. Not
only her gloves but everything about her was out of date, the clothing redeemed
only by the lack of holes: her overcoat with its frayed cuffs, the ballet flats she wore
summer and winter, the short, wide-cut dark gray pants that left her ankles stick-
ing out, the lumpy socks with their layer of lint, the handbag smelling of her lunch
whenever she pulled it from her desk drawer.

Her appearance was all the more pitiable. On the threshold of forty, a spinster
with the highest seniority in the business and editorial departments of this chil-
dren’s book publisher, she had done nothing but proofreading since coming to
work here.

Including the director, there were seven in the editorial department. Only Mun-
ja had remained over the years; each of the other faces had changed numerous
times. Recent university graduates didn’t last six months. Their complaints began
accumulating from day one: the chairs were rickety, the bathroom was filthy, the
stairs were too steep. It became almost a ritual to punctuate their remarks with
something like, “I've had enough. I'm fed up with this damned place.” At that point
you could bet they would last a month or two at most.

The younger ones excluded Mun-ja from their conversations. What pride could
they take from having an old maid as a co-worker who had always occupied the
bottom of the totem pole at this insignificant publishing house, where they had no
future even if they stayed for the rest of their careers? And what had she to show
for the ten years she had worked here, apart from the gray appearing prematurely
at the part in her hair?

They liked to think that a frigid wind whirled at Mun-ja’s back as she hunched
over the proofs on her desk. They imagined coarse gooseflesh sprouting on her
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chin.

After rushing out at lunchtime for marrow soup and rice, followed by coffee at
a tearoom, they would be greeted by Mun-ja, a cup of hot barley tea between her
hands. She looked so pathetic it made them sick, and if she happened to speak to
them, they snapped back at her.

If Mun-ja was ever upset, she never let it show. It was embarrassing when the
young director occasionally threw the blame for a mishap in her face, but she
meekly absorbed the reproaches. And just as she never expressed dissatisfaction,
she was stoic and faithful in observing company policies. When the others dispar-
aged the company president and reeled off grievances about the facilities and their
pay, she merely listened.

Her young co-workers assumed Mun-ja was keeping a low profile, so afraid was
she of being out of a job. And so whenever they saw her, diffident and piteous, they
promised themselves that before long they would leave for greener pastures; they
would never become a ghost like her.

Mun-ja turned away from the window. Although it was twenty minutes past the
end of the workday, the others were still chattering away at their desks. As closing
time approached, they had all made telephone calls to plan their evenings.

Mun-ja picked up her bag and approached the director’s desk. She waited pa-
tiently while he finished a conversation with one of the others, then said goodbye.

She had just started down the stairs when she heard Miss Ch’oe’s flippant voice
from above: “What a life—it’s Saturday and no one calls her.”

“And nobody waiting at home with a smile on his face.”

“How can you say that? Even if she’s not married, she must have family.”

“You ladies are too much,” said a man. “Working in the same office and you don’t
know anything about each other?”

“How? She never tells me anything.”

“Well, I've heard a few things third-hand. Parents passed away when she was
young, and her only brother moved overseas several years back. She’s been all alone
ever since. Seems trouble follows her around. All she has to her name is the lease
money on her room in Yongdu-dong, or wherever it is.”

“Strange, isn’t it? Never wears new clothes, and have you ever seen her go out for
lunch? She’s been here more than ten years—where do you suppose her earnings
go?”

“Who cares? The clock’s ticking, Miss Ch’oe, you ought to put on the wedding
veil yourself.”

Mun-ja tiptoed down the stairs, knowing they’d be embarrassed if they knew

she had overheard.
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