Custodian


There are words hidden in the silence under the skylight this morning, with nine o’clock mass still a few hours away. The trickle of water echoing cavernous from the baptismal pool. A fitting prelude to hymn and prayer. I can place my hands, before the space is filled with lungs, sniffy noses and the sudden surprised exclamations of little children, I can place my hands on the time-worn tops of the pew and feel the fingers of fifty years beneath mine. Feel the faith inside those hands, left lingering on the wood, echoing footsteps in a house built beyond brick and mortar. As yet untouched by the scouring wind, the sneaking cracks and social erosions that have invaded other, less vaulted, places of worship.


My friend, with whom I make sandwiches every morning in the food court, when he describes the 1999 bombing of Belgrade to me, it is not in hushed tones. There is no funerary tint to his description. I cannot smell embalming fluid as he speaks of climbing hills in the night air with his friends, age ten, to watch missile meet city. I can see the memory of giddiness in his eyes, the faces of children watching fireworks. Hearing him speak of it, in the same awed tones I reserve for Thunder over Louisville, I am removed from the destruction. I was taught to fear the fire that erases names from maps, taught to fear the falling buildings but, when you are very small, even ballistic missiles are Fourth of July party favors worth cheering for. The distance of childhood dulls the edge of the adults-only world of killing and hate. Food service really opens your eyes. 


She’s talking about Tyler Durden to me, again, even though he isn’t the narrator, with her eyes half closed. We are trying to find the meaning of clean slate. This is the She. The only she in my mind. My constant and familiar “her” or any other feminine pronoun. Unbound by proper noun status, she is woman at her leisure. And we perform verbal acts of architecture late in the night on her driveway.  


Whatever it is, it means a lot to the slate, she says. She hefts her mortar then, to make a world of dams and flood walls, of the deferred deluge.


For the longest time, I wanted to see the slate clean. I wanted cleansing fire for everyone, everywhere. That smile when you are too near the flames, your lips pulling back, that animal grin. I wanted to wash the plastic globe in my classroom with lighter fluid. It was all too complex. It couldn’t be saved the way it was. I wanted to cauterize the human race. So I agreed with Durden, siding with the porcelain visage of the devil, when an angel so obviously wins in the end. 


The first manager I ever worked for in the food court told me to mop until the floor looked dirty. He was a Clint Eastwood look alike. Man incarnate complete with a penchant for cigars, see “seegahs,” in his gunslinger’s dialect. He said, there were imperfections beneath the grime and, when I was finished mopping, we would be able to see nothing but the white tile and the immovable stains beneath. They were cracks in the floor from where the building had grown and shrunk over the years. The natural marks of age that any building has to bear. His excuse, the oldest excuse, was that a new floor would have been too expensive. 


We don’t get to see the sun march across the pews while we’re working. See those mote filled rays as silent metronome and you’ll start to feel like an instrument, woodwind maybe, something that breath inhabits for a moment, before becoming music. Your hand, like the wood, a biological medium for art. Soul if you’re a saxophone. We move through halls and spaces without recognizing the echo of our own voices across the walls. Hands like yours built Parliament, built Buchenwald, built Giza and, once upon a time perhaps, the Hanging Gardens and Tower. 


Buildings themselves contain very specific silences. This lack of sound is tuned by the people who pass through during the day. Filing in, filing out. Schools reverberate after hours with their locker conversations. The hallways, sweet smell of floor cleaners, the dust odor of the school library down one way, and the scent of chlorine down another. All underfoot, all beneath the quiet, the silence that hangs in lieu of bells, in place of catcalls and shouting. Hours after band practice and orchestra tuning has ended. The silence barely broken by the custodian’s music player, or years ago, his favorite music piped through the loudspeaker system. The thirty-eight catching a bit here and there, because he has to hear Elton John when he’s locking the doors at night, listens to it every evening. Cleaning the same floor for twenty years.


Somewhere, a senator stares at his parking space. His name on a plaque, his own parking space, a little weathered at this point. He’s been at it a long time, and all he can see through his thick glasses are the deep down cracks from where the building has shifted since he signed on. Still, he picks up his mop and bucket, and goes to work. 


Beneath the eyes of icons I burn, at evening mass, build better worlds behind my eyelids for smaller hands to inherit. “This is a chemical burn,” I whisper beneath the calm gaze of the wooden Madonna. I worry, and she knows I worry, that they’ll always remain there, built beneath my closed eyes. As he describes the shells exploding in his city he’s whittling away at weak foundations, because no matter what you build, children will make angels in the ashes. “And it will hurt worse than you’ve ever been burned.”

 
She’s standing at the end of the driveway, beside her shoes, the captive queen Cassiopeia is hanging upside down above her, chained to her chair, and she’s wondering why everything comes back to Fight Club for me. It’s real, she says, but so dark. We build, she says, we build for a time when nothing falls. There are always going to be those kids who kick over sand castles for no reason. 


Build them anyway, she says. 


Brick on brick. The steady rhythm that saw Notre Dame rise beside the Seine.


I am reminded of Alan Moore’s Eden image of Anarchism. She is Eve, in the moonlight shadow of her house. Calm, and on the offensive against the darkness. Love with a hammer in hand, for her the world is bright and full of loving people assaulted by the broken few. She is Intent to build simply to spite the shadow. All of her metaphors contain water and while she speaks I am made a caricature of that other side. Love with a box of matches. One of the broken few, but looking longingly on the light. Wanting desperately to believe the world wants to move. Wasting my breath defending the dark. A grinning mask and cheap façade next to truth. 


So I spent time building my fire, found a steady supply of kindling in Anarchist literature. Considering Parliament with a fistful of gelignite. I read the ire of Emma Goldman, railing against marriage, men, the State. Flailing after she was wronged as a young girl. Coming out swinging on all sides at a world of darkness and evil men. I read Proudhon, with his sweeping condemnation of apathy, his fear of a world consumed by lax law, run by the few, wringing their hands in dark rooms. I read Kropotkin’s odyssey from burning markets to Siberian rivers, his loss of faith in the Russian state, and discovery of the European writers. I read Thoreau’s impotent shouting in a world that operated out of the reach of his verbiage. I read Chomsky, last, and tasted how dark the world today can be, learned to fear the television. 


Still mopping the floor in the kitchen at my university. Feeling that the cracks in the floor defined it, rather than the paint, the stone. Feeling as if the world could catch at any moment. A tinderbox waiting for another assassinated Austrian Archduke. I wanted to build from ashes, rather than refurbish this old flammable world. Mark on a clean slate, rather than scribble in the margins of someone else’s book.


He will click off the lights, lock the doors on his way out, once Elton John stops spinning. Hang his mops to dry, and shut up all of that knowledge behind bars as if to say, here we have something worth protecting, or, here is something to be kept caged. The building stands behind him in the evening, broken in places, but its architect, a man or woman of antiquity, did not envision him as the one to see that it remain standing all these years later. He is its overseer in a way more intimate than the principal, the dean, or even the teachers. His work goes on after hours, and the building stands beneath the sweep of his broom even in years when the budget is tight. 


So I exhausted Anarchy. As an ideal it amounts to a dark optimism. Anarchism is to politics what Evangelism is to Christianity. You wish for the world to sublimate, suddenly the masses rise and choke off the few who decide how many ballistic missiles to produce this year. Hoping for an uprising while at the same moment, displaying in writing exactly how bad everything is. As if naming the darkness is enough to move people to fight it. Naming a disease never made anyone feel better, never healed the sick. Waiting for the people to suddenly declare peace on each other is the political equivalent of waiting for the rapture.


It is not in the cracks of institutions that we find truth, or in the clean kept swaths of perfect flooring. In the last year I’ve learned that institutions stand, or fall, not by their leader’s whim, but at the hands of the lowest cleaners and brushers. The people, who wake up before the sun and keep the wallpaper hanging, replace light bulbs and check the air conditioners. I wanted those people to control the world, take power from the administration and give it to the custodians. Shows my blindness. They already have all the power. It is in our hands to wash or let rot the buildings we’ve inherited. 

