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“In and Out”

by Ian Etra

Summary and Story Treatment

July 8, 2004


One-Liner: Through a petty conflict, two co-workers learn to see the bigger picture.

Summary: Two men share an office; one is young and new to the job, while the other has been doing it for years. The job itself is a dystopian nightmare in which large tubes constantly dump paper into an In Box; the co-workers must look them over, perform some meaningless calculations, and put them into an Out Box. When the young man falls behind, he discovers that their workflows are actually connected; anything that comes from his counterpart’s Out Box lands straight into his In Box, and vice versa. This revelation leads to all-out conflict between the two men, until an accidental discovery frees them from their office prison.
Treatment: It is Stan’s first day on the job at CogCorp, and it’s not going well. First he discovers that he is sharing a small dark office with unfriendly old-timer Ollie, who has row upon row of “Employee of the Month” plaques behind his desk. Then he confronts the fact that he doesn’t really know what his job entails, although his (and Ollie’s identical) desk offers few clues: an In Box, an Out Box, a pencil and a printing calculator. At 9 am on the dot, large black tubes descend from the ceiling and start dumping complicated forms into the two men’s In Boxes. Ollie works with blazing speed, working his calculator, scanning the forms, and moving them to the Out Box, where they are sucked up another tube. Stan glumly starts trying to do the same, but it’s immediately apparent that he can’t keep up.

By 1:40pm, things have only gotten worse. Stan is hopelessly behind, his In Box piling dangerously high. The papers keep coming at an accelerated rate, but Ollie works like a machine, grabbing each new piece before it barely touches his In Box. As he nervously punches his calculator with the eraser end of his pencil, it slips from his sweaty hand and lands in his Out Box, and before he can channel his horror into action, his pencil is sucked dramatically up the tube. To his surprise, it comes out a moment later into Ollie’s Out Box. An embarrassed Stan requests his pencil back, but Ollie just puts it aside and continues working. Stan is half-amused, half-annoyed. He experimentally tears off a piece of his calculator print-out and puts in into his Out Box. Just like the pencil, it goes up and lands in Ollie’s In Box. Ollie pauses when he sees it, but still refuses to acknowledge Stan; he throws it away and keeps going.

Stan is now fed up with this situation, and takes action: he starts taking papers from his In Box one by one and putting them straight into the Out Box. Work piles up on Ollie for the first time, and the indignity stops him in his tracks. Staring at Stan, he lets it pile up for a moment, and then he dumps it all at once into his Out Box. It instantly goes up and comes back down on Stan’s piled-up In Box, toppling it over. It’s all-out war, as paper goes flying back and forth, until Ollie snatches the end of his “In” tube and aims it at Stan like a bazooka. Stan grabs his “Out” tube in self-defense, and the two tubes fasten to each other. They quickly repeat this with the other two tubes, and now it’s become a “closed system” – the paper just cycles along inside the tubes all by itself. As the fog of war clears, a weight slowly lifts from the two men. Ollie snatches up his calculator, alarming Stan – but then he drops it in the wastebasket. Stan does the same, and they leave the office together, closing the door on the still-vibrating tubes.
Coda: we see the office one month later. The desks are dusty and there are cobwebs on the still-connected, slightly vibrating tubes. Above Stan’s desk is a shiny new “Employees of the Month” plaque – it features a photo of both Stan and Ollie in Hawaiian shirts and sunglasses, smiling. 

