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Gray Noise

I am marooned in a stall.
Day after glorious day, I plant myself among these three cloth-covered 

dividers that rise five feet from the thinly carpeted floor of the software 
company. The dividers have multiplied across the floor like clones. The 
cloth on the dividers is gray, with flecks of maroon. The carpet is gray, 
with flecks of maroon.

The white noise is gray, with flecks of maroon.
The guy who sits in the stall next to me is Jonathan. I know that not 

because he has told me, but because that is the name cut into the little gray 
plastic nameplate on one of his stall’s dividers. The supervisor approves the 
names we put on our nameplates, and we have to call each other by those 
names. No nicknames, please, as that can cause unnecessary confusion. And 
no confusion is ever necessary.

Jonathan has never spoken a syllable to me. He has not even looked at 
me. I have been working here for eight months, and he was here when 
I got here. My supervisor has been working here for four years, first as a 
human and for the last two years as a supervisor, and Jonathan was here 
when he got here. I’ve talked with three people who have been here the 
whole five years the company has existed, and each one of them says 
Jonathan was here when they got here.

“If you’ve been here since day one,” I say, “how could he have been 
here when you got here?”

“He just was,” they answer. “I got here at nine that morning on the 
first day, and he was already here, sitting at the computer, headphones on, 
typing. It just didn’t seem like it was his first day.”

I can’t find anyone who has ever heard his voice. Seriously. I’ve never 
even seen him talk on his phone. Every once in a while I try an experi-
ment and call him. This is not a personal call, so I’m okay. His phone 
doesn’t ring but immediately goes to voice mail. The voice mail voice 
comes on — an eerie computerish voice that sounds like it’s coming 
from someone who’s been buried alive but doesn’t care. It tells me he’s 
unavailable. I laugh a little. Come on, I can hear you typing. You can see 
I’m the one calling from the screen on your phone. Do you really think I 
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believe you’re not there? The buried voice tells me to leave a message, so 
I ask a real question I have about a help section we’re both working on. 
I hang up and get back to my computer.

After about five minutes, I get an e-mail from Jonathan that refers to 
the question I left on his voice mail. He provides me with the complete, 
perfect answer.

“That’s what he always does,” they say.
“I work on projects with the guy,” I say. “Well, it’s more that I work 

on projects he also has a piece of, but he doesn’t come to any of the team 
meetings.”

“He never does,” they say. “He gets away with it because his work is 
flawless. He never misses a deadline. His writing never has to be edited. 
The programmers never find a mistake in his help sections.”

“He’s never in the lunchroom,” I say. “I’ve never seen him in a staff meet-
ing. When everyone with a birthday during the month stands up in front 
and we sing, I never see him stand up. I guess because he’s never there.”

“It’s all about never with him,” they say.
“What does he do for his birthday?” I ask.
“I don’t think he has one,” they say.

Every stall is the same. A gray counter runs along one of the divid-
ers and another along a second divider, meeting at the corner where the 
standard-issue computer sits, waiting to be worshipped like a tired idol. 
The gray telephone is next to the computer so I can keep working while 
I’m on the phone, especially during those five minutes of personal calls 
allowed each day. Every stall has a bulletin board over each counter and 
two gray chairs. One chair is always empty. The third stall divider is to be 
kept clear, though if we complete an online form, we are allowed a hook 
that we can hang our coats on.

I don’t mean to make it sound worse than it is. I get to decide where 
the trash can goes, for instance, sometimes placing it by my left and some-
times my right. And my bulletin boards are covered with personal photos 
to help me feel unique. I’ve stashed various little things here and there 
that I can grab while I’m working and toss or squeeze or roll between my 
hands when I begin to feel like the offspring of my computer’s mother-
board. I have my USC mug for my two pencils and three pens, and I 
keep my favorite pen, the one I used to use to write the first drafts of my 
short stories, secure in a drawer. In the corner is my plant, dying from 
lack of sunlight.
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My supervisor refuses to let me call my stall a stall, and insists on my 
calling it at least a cubicle. That always leads into my explanation of what 
a cube is, his defense that a cubicle that would be built cubularly would 
make me claustrophobic, my reply that at least it would offer privacy, his 
subtle observation about how bad the economy is, and my shaking my 
head and returning to the one window in my stall: the computer screen.

And that is what we do for fun.

Jonathan’s stall doesn’t have one thing in it that belongs to 
him. Everything is company-issued. His pencils sit in a gray pencil holder 
you can get in the supply room. His bulletin boards have schedules and 
safety guidelines in the case of a fire. His chair still has the plastic on the 
arms from the day it was shipped.

Well, not everything is from the company. He does have a small, square 
mirror clipped to the top of one divider, near his computer. I used to think 
he had it there so he could see the face of anyone who comes by, since he 
never turns around, but that would mean I should be able to see his face 
when I walk by. It seems like every day he adjusts it to reflect something 
else; one day I can see his pencil holder when I walk by, another day it’s 
the floor, and another it’s the ceiling. But I can never see his face in the 
mirror, or mine.

We are technical writers, Jonathan and I, as is evident by the fact 
that I said “I” and not “me” right then. I earned my bachelor’s in English 
with an emphasis in American lit. Jobs for us American lit folks were scarce 
the year I graduated, so I worked on my master’s and wrote a thesis on 
Walden. You’d think everything would’ve already been said about that book 
by now, but I found something that no one else had cared about before. 
They still don’t. Jobs for us individualists were scarce the year I graduated, 
but I had taken a couple of technical writing courses as an under grad and 
that helped me get this job. My parents think those courses saved me; I lean 
a bit more toward the damned side, myself. Our technical writing profes-
sors were very careful to teach us everything about technical writing 
except one thing: what life is like as a technical writer.

The supervisor is gone for a retreat to talk about productivity, so just 
about everyone in my department has left early. I decide to go back to my 
apartment and watch a movie. I stand up and catch a glimpse of the back 
of Jonathan, focused, steady Jonathan, at his computer — as though there 
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is no place else to be. I get a better idea than going home. I check on 
the movie website and download one I’ve wanted to see for a long time. 
I won’t say what the movie is because it’s not the kind of movie a Tran-
scendentalist should watch. I stand up and look over the divider. Jonathan 
is still typing at his computer, of course, headphones on.

“Hey, Jonathan,” I say, “wanna watch a movie with me?”
No answer. No movement. No sign of intelligent life. Believe me, typing 

help sections on a computer is no sign of intelligent life.
“Lots of action,” I say. “Guns, bombs, cars blowing up and landing in 

people’s bathtubs.”
Nothing.
I pop some popcorn in the lunchroom microwave and watch the 

movie by myself. Jonathan is still at the computer when I leave.

I have never looked into Jonathan’s stall and not seen him. I assume 
he goes home at night. I assume he has a home. I assume he eats lunch, 
though I’ve never seen him in the lunchroom or with a crumb in his stall. 
I assume he goes to the bathroom.

He lives an assuming life.

“How do you do his annual review?” I ask.
“E-mail,” my supervisor says.
“That doesn’t sound fair,” I say.
“Write like he does, then you can gripe,” he says.
“I don’t know,” I say, “if you ask me, it’s kinda creepy. Is he going to 

show up one day with an attitude and a gun?”
“Have you ever heard him make a single threat?” he asks.
“I have never heard him make a single sound,” I say.
“Then what am I supposed to do?” he asks.
“It’s just that it doesn’t seem — ”
“Look, if you want to file a complaint, the forms are online. What’s the 

problem? He’s completely quiet and does perfect work,” he says. “He even 
knows how to use semicolons without distracting from the sentence. In 
technical writing!”

I never use semicolons in technical writing; what can I say?

I have been writing all morning about changing printer settings. 
I’m about to rip the maroon flecks off my dividers when I remember my 
good pal, my comrade-in-arms, my Jonathan. I grab my brown bag and 
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cruise around the divider. Maybe if I can make him human I don’t have 
to worry about becoming a cog like him. If I can crack his code there’ll 
be hope for me.

I greet him with all the cheer I can fake and sit down on the floor of 
his stall. Jonathan’s stall has never had more than one chair.

I do everything right. I offer him half of my turkey sandwich, I hold out 
the potato chip bag toward him, I talk about last night’s basketball game, I 
talk about the weather. I even talk about the help section I’ve been work-
ing on and ask him a couple of questions about the best way to phrase 
some particular instruction so that it will be both concise and clear.

I get nothing. He just keeps typing, with his headphones on.
At a time like this a guy wants to do a lot of things. He wants to 

scream. He wants to rip the headphones off the other guy’s head and 
swing them across two rows of stalls and up against the clock that always 
makes a humming sound when it gets close to the hour. He wants to 
grab the two dividers and pull them together down onto the other guy 
and stand on them and jump up and down until the other guy finally 
yells, “Okay, okay, I’ll have a potato chip.” 

Instead, I leave.
I am back in my stall all of three minutes when I get an e-mail from 

Jonathan explaining exactly what I need to do to work my way out of the 
problem I was having with writing about changing the printer settings. I 
copy what he says and paste it into my text. It’s perfect.

It’s 6:00 in the evening, which means one thing: no more white 
noise. Instead of putting up real walls that help us have some real privacy, 
the company produces a noise that stops us from understanding the words 
other people speak if they aren’t in our stall.

They fill our stalls with nothing.
Don’t ask me why they shut off the white noise. By “they,” of course, 

I mean a computer. There are plenty of us still at work, but it must 
somehow save money. As much as I hate white noise, when it suddenly 
shuts off the air feels deadly silent, but it’s also full of words from unseen 
people. I can hear a couple of technical writers talk somewhere on the 
floor and even make out a few of the words, but I have no idea where 
they are or who they are.

I have this monster deadline from the programmers hanging over me. 
I haven’t taken any real breaks today — even ate my sandwich at my 
computer. The white noise is sleeping, but I’m still pounding away. I go 
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for another cup of coffee and walk by Jonathan’s stall. I know he’ll still be 
here, of course, but it’s hard not to look. I come back with my coffee and 
stop at his stall, just looking for a second. There he is, headphones on, one 
with the screen. I look at the mirror and can only see my shoes. I need new 
shoes. There’s something in the corner of the mirror, just barely. I squint. It’s 
his shirt. Jonathan’s gray shirt. This is the first time we’ve ever been in that 
mirror together, even though it’s not exactly portrait material. It’s strange, 
seeing a little bit of me and a little bit of him in the mirror.

Now I know what I need to do. I finally have a mission in life, at least 
for the rest of the day. If I can’t make him like me, I’ll make me like him 
and prove I can survive here. Prove I can be the best and still be me. I 
will not leave before Jonathan. Not today. Not me. No, I will work here 
through the night if I have to, but I will be here after he has left for the 
day. I don’t care how long it takes. I am like the men at Normandy, except 
for the guns and the bombs and the courage and stuff.

I smile.
I walk back to my stall and tackle the help section I’ve been fighting 

all day. I’d planned on working another couple of hours or so and then 
finishing it up in the morning. But now it’s going to be an all-nighter, and 
I’m okay with that. Kind of feels like college again. Logic would say that I 
should slow things down to make sure I have something to work on until 
Jonathan leaves, but instead this mission has filled me with an enthusiasm 
I’ve never felt before at this job. I am so focused on the screen I become 
completely unaware of time passing. I don’t even think about my unknow-
ing competitor in the next stall — it is about what I’m doing this instant, 
nothing more or less. I know this sounds weird, but sometimes I almost feel 
like I’m Jonathan, plowing through rows and rows of words.

Done. I’m finished with the help section. I look up at the time on 
my computer screen and knock the side of the monitor like it’s broken 
or something. It’s only two hours later. I shouldn’t be done this quickly. I 
look back over the files, double-checking to make sure I haven’t skipped 
over something when I was in that writer’s zone, but I’ve done everything 
I’ve needed to. I pick a few paragraphs and reread them with an editor’s 
eye — they’re not just good, they are the best I’ve ever written. I’ve never 
been in that kind of zone before with technical writing, though I have 
experienced it a couple of times with my short stories. It feels good to be 
in that kind of place again, but I don’t want to believe I can feel this way 
when writing about page formatting. What does that say about my stories?
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I stand up to stretch and look over the divider into Jonathan’s world. 
Nothing has changed. Screenshots on the computer screen . . . headphones 
playing some mysterious music or talk tape or white noise . . . fingers 
flying across the keyboard. No, that’s not right. The fingers aren’t flying 
across the keyboard; my mind saw what it expected, but not what’s there. 
His fingers are hovering over the keyboard. Just hovering. Jonathan isn’t 
writing, he’s just sitting. It’s as though he can feel I’m here and doesn’t 
want me to see his work, or to see him working. I stare at his hands. They 
have to start moving any second now. It’s got to be more work to keep 
the hands still over the keyboard, not even touching it or resting on it, but 
just poised in the air.

Then I see something in his mirror I’ve never seen before: the reflection 
of his eyes staring straight into mine.

I freeze. It’s probably for just three seconds, but it feels like I was born 
with him staring into my eyes and I’ll die that way. 

I slowly back away, keeping my eyes on his, and just stand in my stall, a 
couple of feet from the divider. I just stand there. I’m not really even think-
ing about anything. I keep waiting, waiting to hear some noise from the 
other side of the divider, but there’s nothing. Slowly, I take a couple of steps 
back and sit in my chair. I’m turned, facing the opening in my stall, waiting. 

I hear him start typing and my whole body breathes again. We’ll pre-
tend this never happened, I hope, and we’ll continue on as we always 
have. Life will be good again, I tell myself.

I know I came up with that stupid mission and everything, but it’s 
time to go. He can win this one. I close out my files on the computer 
and leave my stall. With the white noise dead, I can hear his typing as I 
walk toward the stairs. The noise of his typing gets even louder, echoing 
up and down the stairs like a faceless crowd talking and talking and talk-
ing in crisp, precise words I can’t make out. I run down the stairs, two 
at a time, almost stumbling two or three times but never slowing down. 
The noise is following me down the stairs and across the lobby and to 
the door. When I get to the outside and close the door behind me, I can 
finally hear nothing. It is over.

I look out to the parking lot and find my car — the only one there.

u
It’s the next morning. I walk the long way, down the other hall 
between stalls, so I can get to mine without passing by Jonathan’s. I’m 
wired to my iPod, letting the cranked-up music pound in my head. I 
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didn’t sleep but one or two hours all night. I watched a couple of movies, 
read a bit, but nothing let me escape the day. I’ll just avoid Jonathan all 
day, all week, for as long as it takes. That won’t be hard — since I never 
see him away from his computer, all I’ll have to do is avoid looking over 
the divider or walking past.

I hang my backpack on the hook and start in on my computer. I type 
my password and close my eyes, trying to focus on the music. I’ve never 
liked listening to music when I work; it makes me feel all alone, like my 
life is so bad I have to self-medicate with music just to stand my own ex-
istence. But I’ll give it a try today. I open my e-mail first thing, scanning 
down the “from” column.

Jonathan.
The e-mail at the very bottom of the list, the one that was most recently 

sent, is from Jonathan. There’s no subject line. He sent it right at midnight. 
I mean, exactly at midnight, not a minute before or after.

I’m sweating. I know that sounds dumb, but it’s true. My breathing is 
getting faster, and the back of my throat is drying up. I look over at the 
divider, like I’m half expecting to see him or something, but I just stare 
at the gray and the maroon.

No way am I going to stand up.
I take a deep breath, move the pointer over his name, close my eyes, then 

click on it. When I open my eyes, I see that the e-mail from Jonathan is 
blank. Not a word. An empty e-mail. From midnight.

The music stops for a little while between songs as I stare at the blank 
e-mail. Dead silence. A new song starts but I pause it right away. Some-
thing is strange. I strain to listen, but can’t hear anything. I yank the ear-
phones out of my ears. Still nothing. I mean, I can hear the usual office 
noises like a phone ringing a few stalls away, or the voices of a couple 
of people talking here and there, whatever the white noise will let slip 
through, but I can’t hear the one noise I’ve always heard since the first 
day of work. There is no typing coming from Jonathan’s stall.

I feel like I’m in that safety video we had to watch about what to 
do if someone comes to work with a gun. The blank e-mail was just 
a blank e-mail, after all; Jonathan could have easily sent it by accident. 
Maybe he just typed my address and then unintentionally clicked Send. 
Maybe he didn’t send the required follow-up e-mail — either apologiz-
ing for the blank one or sending the information he’d originally meant 
to send — because he thought he’d clicked Cancel. And maybe all that 
happened at exactly midnight.
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And maybe Jonathan is hiding under my counter, ready to jump out 
with a knife and gut my keyboard, spilling my vowels onto the floor.

I’m not really that scared, but I do check under the counter.
I stand up but stay away from the divider. I don’t want Jonathan to see 

me looking over the top. I don’t want to risk seeing his stare killing me 
from the mirror again.

Still no sound coming from his stall.
That same feeling I had last night comes over me — the dry throat, the 

breathing. I grab my coffee mug and leave, determined to walk past his 
stall without even slowing my pace.

As I pass by his stall and catch a glimpse my plan fails and I stop cold. 
Jonathan isn’t there. His computer is turned off, waiting. The desk chair 
is pushed up against the computer area, in its exact proper place. The 
bulletin boards are completely clear, not a chart or schedule around. The 
gray pencil cup is gone.

“Any idea what happened?”
It’s my supervisor, standing next to me with his mug of coffee.
I shake my head.
“When I got to work this morning,” he says, “there was just an e-mail 

he’d sent last night saying he’d quit. That’s all. He just quit.”
“What’d the e-mail say?” I ask.
“Two words: ‘I quit.’ No two weeks’ notice, no nothing.”
“What time did he send it?”
He just looks at me for a second.
“What?” I ask.
“Funny, normally I wouldn’t know that, but for some reason I looked. 

Like it made a difference somehow. Midnight. Exactly midnight.”
The supervisor shakes his head and starts walking off.
“Best employee I’ve ever had,” he says as he leaves.
“Thanks a lot.”
“Don’t mention it.”
He stops and turns around. “But, you know, I saw the work you did 

last night on the help section. Perfect. I thought, maybe we have another 
Jonathan here.”

I smile and nod, but I feel like running away. Forever.
I step into Jonathan’s stall and stand in the middle, holding my empty 

mug. I open each of the drawers, but nothing is in any of them. I sit in 
the chair and wheel up to his computer, resting my hands on the key-
board and sitting straight up like he always did. What would it be like? 
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Always solid, amazing writing. Not amazing like Faulkner-amazing, of 
course, but technical-writing-amazing. Concise, clear, flawless. Maybe it 
wouldn’t move nations to world peace, or even to making nice for a 
couple of weeks, but good stuff, always delivered exactly as assigned, 
exactly on time.

I look around his stall one last time. Everything is perfect, spotless, un-
inhabited. Even the air feels empty. As I push away from the computer, I 
notice the gray trash can near my feet. Something catches my glance and 
I pick up the trash can. There’s only one thing in it. I look down into the 
trash can and see my image looking up at me from the mirror, cracked.

I walk back to my stall, sit down, and close my e-mail. I can feel the 
white noise filling my stall. I open up the help section Jonathan and I 
were to start on today and type.


