Shane Hoversten

Like Fucking Clockwork


It was another goddamn evening, same as ever, and Janie was going on about not having any pens.  Charlie had just situated himself on the couch: pillows just so, glass of line within reaching distance on the end table, book propped on his stomach.  After a great deal of squirming he was finally positioned comfortably and ready to attempt an hour of uninterrupted reading, which if history was any guide was a feat he had as much chance of pulling off as single-handedly sending a monkey into space.  But it had been a long day and he was giving it a shot.


"Mmf subba ngr fiss?" Janie yelled from the kitchen.  Ah, the lovely Janie, who will position herself at any point in their rented house and then shriek questions at him, which he will inevitably answer with "What?"


"What?" he yells.


He answers her questions with "What?" because he can't fucking hear her on account of her being in another section of the house, where even a golden retriever would have a hard time making out the sound.  And he is no golden retriever.  He is in his mid thirties and trying to have some semblance of a relaxing evening after spending the day at his armpit of a new job, which still feels new after four months because every morning he discovers some additional thing about it to hate.  And his hearing isn't very good, possibly from all the happy youthful hours he spent on his motorcycle with the wind whitewashing his ears.  Sometimes Janie was on the back of his bike, but those memories are so distant now they seem to belong to somebody else.


Janie shrieks again, and it's still gibberish, but instead of yelling "what" again he yells that she should come downstairs because he can't understand her, which she won't be able to understand either, which you'd think she'd cotton to after re-living this scene every night for several months, but no.  The farce must be played out in full, apparently, and how it plays out this night is this: after a couple more exchanges she comes down, scowling.  Why didn't you answer me, she says.  I did, he says.  No you didn't, she says, I asked you if there were any pens in the office.  I didn't understand you, he says, you know I can't understand you from down here, I tell you every single time this happens that I can't hear you when you're in the kitchen upstairs or the bedroom or whatever and you just shriek at me.  I don't shriek at you, she says.  Fine, he says, the point is that instead of shrieking you should just come down here and ask me, and then I'll answer you, and we can avoid all of this.  Why are you being a jerk, she says.  How am I being a jerk, he says, I'm diagnosing the problem.  I can diagnose the problem, too, she says.  The problem is that you're a jerk.  Did you have an actual question to ask me, he says, because I'm trying to read here.  Oh am I inconveniencing you, she says.  For fuck's SAKE Janie, he says, and she clams up, but of course he feels bad now, but not so bad that he gets up off the couch to apologize, and so they hold their positions for a few seconds like they're in a play waiting for direction on how to approach the rest of the scene.


"So are there any pens in the office?" she says.


"I don't know, Janie," he says.  He makes a small but significant effort to not say the next part of the sentence with overt sarcasm.  "Have you looked in the office?"


"Of course I looked in the fucking office," she says.


"Well," he says, "did you find any pens there?"


Janie doesn't say anything for a second.  Then she turns and storms back up the stairs, stepping on each step like she's smashing down a cardboard box.  Charlie picks his book up again and props it on the pillow that's propped on his stomach, and he tries to read but instead he's playing out a different scene in his head:

A courtroom.  Packed, with rapt jurors.  Some serious-looking black guy that looks like Stanley from The Office is the judge, and Janie is on the witness stand, and Charlie is cross-examining her.  Isn't it true, Charlie says, that you do these things over and over that piss me off, even though you know they piss me off? 

Objection! her lawyer yells.  Charlie hasn't imagined an actual person in this role so her lawyer is just a blur, but that's okay, because he doesn't have a very big part, all that is required is that he say: Objection!  Leading the witness.


Fine, Charlie says.  How about this: would you say that our lives include a lot of what you'd call warmth?  No, Janie says.  Would you say that you are, temperamentally, the same person you were when we were dating, and when we first got married, Charlie says, lunging forward suddenly and staring into the witness's eyes.  

Are you? Janie says, and the judge scowls at her.  The witness will answer the question, the judge says, you'll have your turn later.  Fine, Janie says, no, I'm not the same.  Charlie continues: would you say - and this is my last question, your honor - that since we stopped trying to have a baby that our sex life is like doing scheduled maintenance on an old copier?


Ob-JECT-shun! her lawyer yells, jumping to his feet, at the same time as Janie shrieks Why is that my fault?


I withdraw the question, Charlie says, and walks back to his chair.

*


But of course playing courtroom dramas in his head is the opposite of satisfying, because it not only gets him all riled up and aggravated but it makes him feel like a shitbag for being such a dick to his wife in imaginary courtrooms, and giving her such a crap lawyer on top of it.  Charlie makes several attempts to return to his book, which he's been trying to finish for the last three weeks, but after reading the same paragraph for the tenth time he makes a noise that is somewhere between a sigh and a groan, sets his book opened face-down on the floor, and struggles to his feet, a task that has not been made easier upon achieving early-middle-age, if indeed such a thing can be considered an achievement.


He walks upstairs.


"Did you find any pens?" he says to Janie, who is sitting in the rocking chair in the living room flipping through the channels.


"No," she says.  "You took them all."


"How do you know I took them?" he says.  She stops looking at the television and instead stares at him for ten seconds, which he feels is a very long time when someone is staring at you.  "Fine," he says, "It was probably me."


"I just can't comprehend why you always take every pen we have in the house," she says, turning back to the television.  "I've bought pens, nice Zebra pens, so you can't mistake them.  And I bring pens home from work, just to replace the Zebra pens that I bought that you take and bring to your secret lover or whatever you're doing with them.  For all I know you're seducing some girl by building her a towering sculpture of my pens, which I hope is true because at least there would be some sensible reason why you do it every. Fucking. Day.  So that when I want to write a letter to my mother I physically am unable to do it because we have no writing instruments in the house."


"There might be one in my car," Charlie says.  "Did you check there?"


"Oh, how short sighted of me," Janie says.  "I didn't think to look for my pens by digging through the fast-food landfill in your car."  She's forgotten to put the remote control down and she's just holding it pointed at the tv while they're talking, which annoys the hell out of Charlie for some reason. 


"Fine," Charlie says, and stomps into the mud room, stuffs his feet violently into his shoes, an act of aggression that makes him feel ridiculous, and stomps into the garage.  He digs through his car for almost ten minutes, which does indeed resemble a kind of de-facto landfill, so in the process of searching for a pen he takes double-handfuls of old McDonalds bags and half-empty and coagulated tubs of barbecue sauce and some french fries that have hardened in their lard like petrified worms, takes these items and dumps them in the garbage can.  He doesn't understand how his car could get so filthy, especially since he thinks of himself as a clean person.  This ratchets his irritation up even more.  Plus there's no pen.


Janie doesn't even acknowledge him when he returns.  She expects failure.  She has written off the quest for pens entirely and instead is watching Scrubs, which as far as Charlie is concerned is cutting off your nose to spite your face and is the last straw.  "Oh, fine," he says.  "Fine.  You want a pen, I will get you a pen."


"It's nine, Charlie," she says, not taking her eyes off the television.  "There's no place open.  I'll pick up some more tomorrow and just hide them or something."


"Oh, that won't be necessary," he says grandly, throwing his arms in the air.  "Don't concern yourself!  Your mother needs a letter written to her, and, by god, she needs it written by hand, and right this very moment!"


"Thanks," Janie says, still staring at the television.  And then: "Oh wait, are you being sarcastic?" Maybe she says something else, Charlie couldn't say because he's almost to the garage by this point and we know how his good his hearing is.

#


Charlie parks his car on the street and walks to the office building, which is conveniently located in picturesque downtown Nashua, a town that would seem lovely to Charlie if it hadn't been spoiled by association.  He walks toward the door and sees a light on, where normally there is no light on.  Son of a bitch, he thinks.


He's forgotten that Bay Systems has a security guard, though he less resembles a guard than some kind of snowman made from gobs of ruddy play dough, only instead of three balls there are only two - one, much larger one, and then a smaller one, placed smack in the middle of the larger one.  His nametag says "Bob" and he sits at the desk by the front door and reads the paper, taking his hands from the paper only to eat one of the seemingly infinite number of donuts he carries with him in a bag, to slurp at his giant cup of coffee or refill it from his giant thermos, or to perform ritualistic hollered affirmations of Patriots football with some favored Bay Systems employee.  


Aside from this, Bob's "guarding" consists of resolutely ignoring the people walking through, unless that person happens to be Charlie, in which case Bob asks him for identification and tells him to sign in.  Charlie didn't mind at first, but after two weeks grew irritated.  "Is this really necessary?" he said, scribbling his name on the clipboard.  "I'm a contractor.  You see me every day."


"Hey, I got a fucking joab to do heah," was Bob's response.


What job would that be, Charlie wished he'd had the balls to say.


The other thing that Bob did like fucking clockwork was go the bathroom five times an hour, presumably to drain out the coffee, but perhaps also to work some differential equations, or to think on life's imponderables.  How being absent from the front desk for at least a quarter of every hour could constitute doing his joab was just another nugget Charlie didn't understand, but one for which he was grateful under the present circumstances.  


He ducks behind a tree to wait.


Sure enough, within a few minutes Bob gets up and teeters his squat body toward the restroom.  Charlie scurries up to the door, unlocks it quickly, ducks inside, closes it softly behind him, then sneaks down the branch of the hall away from the restroom and toward the Bay Systems's office.  He takes out his office key, opens the door and sneaks inside, turning to usher the door softly closed behind him.


When he turns back to face the open, darkened room he finds a man's startled and shadowy face staring into his own.  Both men jumped and give little yips, then scrutinize each other while Charlie's heart thuds.


"Johnson?" Charlie says, after a moment.


"Saunders?" Johnson says.  "What the fuck are you doin heah?"

#


Bay Systems's Commercial Division was in the midst of a grand redesign of their secure point-of-sale units, and when their schedule began to slip they did the exact thing you're never supposed to do when your schedule slips, which is bring on new people and re-structure your organization.  Charlie had known going in that the job was going to suck, but the economy was awful and Janie had found a post-doc position with the New Hampshire Department of Natural Resources that would be a great career move.  His contract was only for a year, he figured, and he could suck it up.  Besides, New Hampshire!  They'd never been to New Hampshire, and after they found out they couldn't have a baby a change of scenery would be welcome.  It would  be an adventure.


The problem is that so far as Charlie could tell, everyone he knew at Bay systems thought he was an idiot.  This would have been upsetting at the best of times but was infuriating in the present circumstances because they thought he was an idiot for actually attempting to do the job they'd hired him for.  The impression had been forming since day one.  "To staht out with," Johnson had said, "why don't you vehify these softweah change repoats.  That will be a good intahduction to the system and the ahchitectcha. "


"You don't have a design document somewhere that I could read?" Charlie asked.


Johnson looked at him as if Charlie had asked about a special room where he could put his poopies once he had made them.

 
"The problem description is heah," Johnson continued, clicking on one of the two or three hundred tabs that cluttered an interface so ugly it appeared to have been designed by a blind person, "and then you look at the code to see how it was changed to accommadate the problem description.  And you vehify it."


"What do you mean, verify it?" Charlie said.


Johnson sighed.  "I mean, you look at the code to see if it's correct."


"Well, you can't actually do that, right?" Charlie said.  "I mean, you can't verify software correctness other than in a formal system.  But even to do a, like, off-the-cuff verification I'd have to already understand what the software was supposed to do.  Which would take, like, weeks, for each unit."


"Well," Johnson said, "We've managed to do it a little fastah than that."


"So you mean, you just eyeball it to see if there's some ridiculous error, like, dividing by zero and stuff?"


"I mean that you vehify it," Johnson said, his smile now having been rid of what tiny portion of friendliness it had originally contained, "like I said."


"But my point," Charlie said, concentrating his efforts toward not raising his voice, "is that what you described cannot be done.  At all.  By anyone.  So maybe you're talking about something less rigorous."


"I'm talking about vehification," Johnson said.  "To make shua the softweah is correct.  It's a quality measha -"


"- I know what it is -"


"and it's impoatant that it be done.  It will also," he said between clenched teeth, "intahduce you to the system."


A pause.  Both men stared at each other.  It's not often in life, Charlie thought, that you can take a man's measure in under two minutes and know everything you need to know about him.


"Do you get it now?" Johnson asked.


"Yeah," Charlie said.  What I get is that you're an incompetant fuckwit.  "Now I get it."


"Good," Johnson said.


In this exchange, and a series of similar exchanges, Charlie established himself in their minds as a combination troublemaker and retard.  During the week two status meeting, when it was Charlie's turn to speak, all he had to report was a slow slog through the verification process.


"Jeez, Chahlie," Hewlett said.  Hewlett was in charge of the Point Of Sale project, which was a superset of the project Charlie was working on.  He was a pleasant looking guy who blinked a lot whenever he took off his glasses, and who normally wore a slightly surprised expression as if he'd heard someone faintly calling out his name.  "We usually get through them quickah than that.  Like, twenty a day.  And you've done, what was it -"


"Two."


"In two weeks."


"It takes," Charlie said very pointedly, leaning forward and staring at Hewlett, "a long time to do it right."


"Yeah," Hewlett said, putting his glasses back on and then taking them off again.  "Well, see if you can pick it up, okay?  Weah already stahting to slip.  Which is why we brought you oan in the fehst place."


This was the moment when Charlie gave up.  He flew through the rest of the change reports by the end of that afternoon, increasing his speed more than a hundredfold.  The solution was simply to do nothing whatever - to 'vehify' everything that came his way by seeing if it compiled, and if it did, submitting it.  The number of times this caused trouble was, so far as he could tell, no different from the number of times other people caused trouble during their own verifications.  His efficiency was breathtaking.


"I'm glad to see you've goat the hang of it," Hewlett said, during the next meeting.  "We weh stahting to worry, ha ha."


"Ha ha," Charlie said.  "Yeah."


Sadly, this breakthrough did not come in time to save his reputation, in part because the initial three weeks had established him as a dense and disagreeable person, partly because in the weeks that followed he would occasionally flare up: refusing to make half-hour long PowerPoint presentations containing page after page of bulleted gibberish.  Or making the presentations, and using them to point out flaws in other people's spaghetti logic he couldn't unravel.


"See, this function here for example," he said, bringing up a screenshot of  some  code he'd been told to adapt for the file system.  "What does this even do?  Here I've removed the code and left just the indented comments.  Can anyone read this and understand what's happening?  What's meant to be happening?  Broda, this is your code.  Do you know?"


Broda glared at him.  Someone coughed.  


"You don't have to undahstand the whole system, Chahlie," Hewlett said to him, finally.  "Just do yoah paht."


Which is what, exactly, Charlie wondered.

#


"Johnson?" Charlie says.


"Saunders?" Johnson says.  "What the fuck ah you doin heah?"


"What the fuck are _you_ doing here?" Charlie shoots back.


They were quiet for a minute.  Johnson opens his mouth to say something, and Charlie cuts him off.  "You know what, I don't fucking care.  I never saw you."


"I nevah saw you eitheh," Johnson says, relieved.


Johnson scurries off into the back room, where the test lab is, and Charlie scurries in the direction of his own office.  His plan, to this point, has been to collect the Zebra pens Janie bought and that he keeps accidentally stealing and bringing to work, but suddenly he decides, fuck that, if he's breaking into the office after hours he's going to take _their_ pens.  So instead of going to his own cube he goes to the back of the room, where the office supplies are stored, throws open the cabinet, and pulls out three of the four boxes of Bic PaperMate pens that are stored there.  


After a moment's consideration, he pulls out the fourth box, too.  


He looks around for something to put them in, since carrying four boxes is unwieldy, and finally settles on the plastic grocery store bag Broda has used to line his garbage can.  He dumps Broda's garbage out - a bunch of Mountain Dew bottles and candy bar wrappers, nothing too gross - takes the bag, then puts the garbage back into the now-bagless trash can.  Take that, Broda, you dick, Charlie thinks.


He stuffs the four boxes of pens into the bag, then scurries back out to the door, where Johnson is himself putting something into a canvas knapsack he has brought for the occasion.  Charlie squints to see what Johnson has stolen, and after a moment sees that it 's five or six ESD packages, the kind hard drives come in.


"Hard drives?" he says, without thinking.  Johnson looks up, sees him staring, and an awkward moment passes between the two men until Johnson suddenly grins.  "Fuckin sawlid state drives," he says.  "I left the boaxes back theah."


"Nice," Charlie says.  He wouldn't mind having a solid state drive.


"What'd you get?" Johnson says, craning his head to look into Charlie's bag.


"Huh?" Charlie says, suddenly embarrassed.


"Is that - pens?" Johnson says, a look of incredulous contempt washing over his face, erasing the more human expression that had briefly animated it.


"Um," Charlie says.


"You've already goat, like, a hundred fuckin pens at yah desk," Johnson says.  "Nice ones, too."


"It's a long story," Charlie said.


Johnson just shakes his head.  Charlie is glad for the darkened room because he can feel that his face has turned bright red.  Johnson secures the last of the SSDs into his canvas bag, then puts a wadded-up sweatshirt on top of them, then snaps it shut.  He moves to the door, cracks it a bit, and peers out toward the front desk.


"I wonder if Bob will get in trouble for this," Charlie whispers.


"Who?" Johnson says.


"Bob," Charlie says.  "The security guard."


"Oh, BOAB," Johnson says.  The curl of his upper lip is obvious to Charlie even without seeing it, having found it accompanied by that tone of voice a number of times when directed toward himself.  "I hope so.  I hate that fat fuck.  Do yah fuckin joab why dontcha."


"I know, right?" Charlie says.  They wait in silence for another thirty seconds, during which Charlie realizes that, for the first time, ever, and despite the pen debacle, he actually feels a sort of camaraderie with Johnson.  Feels like they are both part of something.


"Theah he goes fah his piss break," Johnson said.  "Time to lickety split."


Johnson squeezes through the door and disappears.  Charlie squeezes out behind him, scampering quiet-footed on the floor, past the empty guard desk, then out the front door after Johnson.  The garbage bag full of pens makes a swooshing noise as he runs.  He makes it back to his car and gets inside, throwing the bag with the pens on the passenger seat.  He waits for his breathing to return to normal.  


Mission accomplished, he thinks.


Then he leans against the steering wheel and covers his face with his hands.  He stays in that position for a long time.

