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The liver spots stand out starkly from the pale skin of the old man’s scalp.  His thin white hair tries in vain to form itself into a protective cover from the chilly autumn air.  From his back left pocket, he pulls a decrepit baseball cap and fits it into its usual place upon his head.  The logo has long ago fallen off leaving only the sun bleached puckered lines of the worn fabric as decoration.  It leans back off his head, unable to cover a round face adorned with wrinkles bespeaking his years.  The deeply etched lines around his eyes mark the passage of uncountable smiles and years of laughter. Something like joy seemed to shimmer in the air around him, blurring his edges making him seem less real. 

In his right hand he holds a red plastic bucket filled with rags and a bottle of glass cleaner.  The blue jean of his coveralls, like his hat, are worn and sun bleached.  His red flannel shirt has pilling all over its aged surface.  A blue handkerchief peeks a corner out of his breast pocket, ready to stifle a sneeze.  In his back right pocket, the top of his small spiral notepad sticks out; it has lived in this pocket so long it has molded a place there.  Its pages are covered in Oliver’s observations and thoughts from his day written in his careful script.  These are the records of the things he has observed throughout the years, the people and more importantly, their desperate thoughts.  

Why did this man appear? He just showed up yesterday morning, bucket in hand looking resolved and began to clean my office window.  Is this legal? I suppose he is doing no harm and he’s not asking for money, maybe he is just bored?  Why do I even care? It wouldn’t be so strange I suppose, except that he has that determined gleam in his eye.  Well at least he provides a distraction from the other thoughts that percolate in my head, making my heart convulse in agony and halt my breathing.  A few years, I thought, was all I would need to make this marrow searing sense of utter non-direction fade away.  Instead it pulses through me as strong as its first appearance some years back. 

I was in college with the determination to become a painter.  With my supposed path clear, I threw the full force of my being at it, thinking only of painting.  It was what I was meant to do.  All along a small part of me realized that painting was not bringing me any happiness, but I felt that it should so I told myself that it did.  I suppose it was out of the habit of always being in art classes, that I had ever thought to become a painter in the first place.  Not that I ever yearned to do it or have had that supposed feeling of having a creative idea inside my head that had to be released into the air.  With time, I assumed I would have some sort of epiphany that would light up my mind with a brilliant phosphorescent light, burning away my disparaging thoughts and leaving only a glowing love for painting in it’s place.  But this golden light never came.  In its stead, a black wave of realization swept through my unsuspecting mind.  At first I fought against this dense black cloud that seeped into every wrinkle of my mind, its oily texture clinging to every bit of hope left inside me.  Eventually I surrendered to it.  I allowed myself to revel in the pure agony of realizing that the long search I had been on, had been pointless.  The error in my past year’s choices was clear.  Painting was never going to be what I needed it to be for me.  It was time to abandon my struggle and search for the thing that would fill me with a brilliant glow of wonder and happiness.  But how do I do that, leave forever my path that I’d spent years forging.  In my desperation to make painting satisfy me, I had never considered another direction and now nothing held much appeal.  My eyes were dulled to the things around me that held potential for contentment; their main focus was inward in, awe of the jagged shards of pain that had never left my body.

After the blackness swept through me, leaving me hallow, I switched majors, graduated with an accounting degree, was hired at the local bank, got promoted a few times and now here I sit in my own office.  The only thing that has changed in the past months is this mysteriously cheerful window washer.  A tiny voice in my head is telling me to get back to work; this man is of no concern to me.  It seems foolish, but I can’t look away.  I am shocked to feel envious of this man.  There seems no discernable reason to respond in this manner.  Really, who has the better job here? In disgust at myself I allow the tiny voice to engulf me and I get back to work.

All that night I stare out the window to the back of my house where all the flowers have been eradicated by the overgrowth of weeds; my thoughts only of the window washer.  No matter how hard I try I can’t stop thinking about him, like my mind is so relieved at a change in topic that it refuses to let it go for any breadth of time.  I wander out into my emaciated garden, that looks as bedraggled as I feel.  Stop, something is different.  Closing my eyes, I try to understand the odd warm feeling that pulses in my chest and is now alighting my veins.  Upon opening my eyes the first thought I have is that I must fix this place, to return my garden it to its previous state of harmony and beauty.  It doesn’t make sense, but I haven’t felt a need like this in a very long time.  The rest of the night is spent on the Internet, researching flowers and gardening.  Sleep eventually stops the rapid search for information, pressing my face into the keyboard.  My dreams revolve around the old man and the glow of bliss that seems to be wrapped around him. 

Each day of the next month is spent in much the same way.  All my free time is given to my garden.  At work I can think only of what else must be done to complete my garden’s transformation.  Today, like every other, the window washer is there.  Slowly washing the windows of the bank, that radiant smile on his lips.  I turn away from his obvious happiness, back to my search for ways to improve my garden.  

That night, as I put away my tools and dust the velvety bits of soil from my palms, I realize that it is over. My garden is complete.  This new routine that has been the only thing to dull the edges of the shards of hopelessness is over.  When this realization hits I lay down in my waves of flowers to surrender to the coming pain.  It will undoubtedly slam back into me with a renewed force after being held at bay this long month.  The rich smell of the flowers encompasses me, the cool grass cradles my body and after a few moments I sit up confused.  I feel, not the familiar directionless ache, but something like contentment.  My eyes close in concentration trying to identify this new feeling.  A light finally unearthed, is now coursing through me and I can’t help but laugh.  This must be hope, hope that I am not lost.  I stop, unbelieving and search for the shards inside me.  What I find is that indeed the burning is there, but is barely discernable beneath the new heavy weight of my joy.  I have found it.  My happiness, my purpose, my souls completion.  All that time I had been so focused on fixing my garden that I hadn’t stopped to realize that the act of gardening held the bliss I’ve been yearning for.  Feeling whole, I lay back down and slept. 

Upon awaking everything feels new.  I’d never truly seen the glimmering array of colors of my garden or felt the grainy texture of the soil in the creases of my palms.  With my new awareness of the wonders all around me, I go to work.  There, I’m shocked to discover that I really do like this job.  I see now that this job was never the problem.  It was my perception that was skewed because I had nothing in my life providing me with purpose, with joy.  Everyone needs something to fill the void that if left empty leeches the color from the world.  For some their job provides it, for me it is gardening.  Once that thing is found, everything else becomes a much smaller burden if not a delight.  My fingertips memorize the smooth grain of my wood desk and I take a deep breath.  I am happy.  This thought makes me laugh because in its childlike simplicity, I can’t recall a time when I had consciously thought this in many years.  In my fit of laughter I look up to see the window washer staring at me, recognition in his eyes.  For the first time I acknowledge him with a wave and grin.  The creases around his eyes deepen under the force of his delighted smile.  He stops washing the window mid-stroke.  Picks up his bucket, turns and walks away without a backward glance. 

A few days later, across town, the window washer walks to the big bay of windows to start another day.  His brown leather work boots scrape lightly across the cement when they aren’t crunching through leaves.  A cool breeze pulls the last dregs of sleep from his mind.  It is 7am on a Monday.  He stands squarely appraising the hopeless thoughts of the people inside, so clearly visible to him written in the oily fingerprints and watermarks from the previous night’s thunderstorm.  With squeegee in hand, he begins.  
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