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				Our relationship with garbage is an ambivalent one marked by attraction and repulsion. For the wealthy, garbage is anathema: dirty, inconvenient, a cause for concern. But the disadvantaged of the earth, and those excluded from productive labor—the unemployed, the disabled, retirees, prisoners, mentally ill people, and artists on the fringes—develop a firsthand acquaintance with what we throw away.

				—CATHERINE DE SILGUY,
Histoire des hommes et de leurs ordures

			

		

	
		
			
				A LIFE IN GARBAGE

			

			My experience of life is one that few will ever know. I spend my days surrounded by garbage. In twenty years, I’ve hauled nearly seventy thousand tons of trash, and this fact cannot help but shape the man I am today. The looks I get along my route show me that people sometimes mistake me for the trash I handle. But the way I see it, my job is of great consequence. I’m a garbageman. Day after day, I heave and haul the detritus of the most polluting civilization in human history. My fellow garbagemen and I scrub clean the stains of our consumer society. Our work behind the scenes keeps the whole edifice from crumbling down, at least for now.

			I want to give you a glimpse of the world of trash as it came to be revealed to me: through a series of surprises. A happy coincidence, as it turns out, since I love my work. I’m telling my story because I want others to understand this passion of mine. I want the garbagemen of the world to be seen for what we are. Above all, I want you to stop believing that your waste disappears “by magic.” Don’t fall for the promise you’ve probably seen in ads for private haulers like 1-800-GOT-JUNK. Nothing disappears by magic. Let’s leave these illusions for children and get back to the real world. It’s a beautiful and dirty place—not unlike us garbagemen.

		

	
		
			PART I

			BECOMING
A
GARBAGEMAN

		

	
		
			
				BAPTISM BY SWEARING: JESUS FUCKING CHRIST!

			

			I’d promised myself I’d stop swearing. I have friends who are religious, and observant too, and I’d learned to refrain from offending them. I respect religion, though I’m not a believer myself. But when you jump off the garbage truck, squeeze between two badly parked cars, and come upon eighteen fifty-pound bags of construction waste…when you know this means you’ll have to snake your way back through the cars without scratching them, holding the bags with your arms outstretched in front of you, all because the dickhead who filled them left the nails in the boards…when you’re feeling the weight of the twenty tons of trash you’ve already lifted that day, and the bags are liable to burst open any second…and you know that if you get hurt in the process, that’ll be on you, because you just weren’t careful enough…and that if something gets damaged, that’s on you too, and you’re the one who’ll have to clean up the mess, because no matter what happens, when you work for a big waste management company no one ever has your back…and you know perfectly well you shouldn’t be picking up this guy’s goddamned garbage, since he’s flagrantly over the weight limit for roadside pickup…and he should just have done his job and taken it to the dump…and then, when you are almost out of breath, you look up and see the guy watching you through the curtains, with a look in his eye that makes it clear he’ll be making a complaint if you don’t pick up his bags—it’s then, at that very moment, that the urge overcomes you and you let out a cry of rage: “Jesus fucking Christ!!!”

			I mean, swearing is all you’ve got left. It may offend God, but there’s no better way to get your mind off that man’s condescending look. The lack of consideration is what hurts most. He gets to hide behind his flowered curtains, this coward who can’t even be bothered to properly dispose of his own construction waste. Smug fuckwits of his ilk are truly the worst. Knowing that he’s the one who failed to take responsibility and seeing the sneaky way he’s gone about it doesn’t prevent me from feeling like a cleaner fish unceremoniously dumped into an aquarium. I’m the piddly creature that keeps the tank glass clean so the good middle-class people in their little boxes can admire their exotic fish through immaculate surfaces.

			The garbageman came, the yard is clean, the grass will stay green. Now good riddance! That’s what this guy’s thinking as he closes his curtains. I may have made it through without a nail piercing my glove, but there’s no time to celebrate. Sixty-five feet up the street, another pile of garbage is waiting at the roadside. This time it’s neatly bagged. A little farther on, some crazy dude comes running after me with his bags. And then another calls out to get my attention. He’s driven a mile with his garbage in the back of his car, petrified at the thought of it spending a week at his house.

			The garbageman is the Sisyphus of our consumer society, a hapless laborer condemned to go from house to house picking up bags, swept along day after day in the never-ending flow of refuse we produce. And every day he is fated to resume this labor afresh, again and again, for all eternity. If we weren’t there to shoulder this burden, everything would fall apart. The rats would take over, the air would turn fetid, plague and cholera would run rampant. George Bataille was right: excess is the accursed share of abundance, and no one can afford to get stuck with it.

			That’s one thing you learn in this business. The garbageman’s yoke is destruction—the opposite of construction, the breaking down of things—and its wages are paid in the sweat on your brow and the pain in your flesh. Garbage juice may be the holy water of your baptism. But it’s the swearing that makes you a real garbageman. That’s when you truly become one with your function. You understand that you’re nothing in the eyes of others, that you’ve got nothing to prove to anyone. You’re at the bottom rung of society’s ladder—but there’s something reassuring in that, because you can’t fall any lower. You’re the living vestige of a bygone era, here in Quebec, at least: the age of the “working man.” But not for you the patina of “working-class heroes” celebrated in popular culture, from Quebec’s novels of rural life[1] to Zola’s miners. Nobody writes novels about garbagemen. That doesn’t leave us much to grasp onto, save the freedom that comes with a life on the margins and, in my case, the pleasure of physical labor.

			Some take pride in this apostate status. It gives them a feeling of omnipotence. You know, there aren’t many people who could do my job; only real men can hack it; if they step on my truck I’ll kick their asses. Beneath the surface of this pride you’ll find deep wounds, latent frustration, and even fragility. We are former bikers, dopers, athletes who’ve abandoned all hope of making the big time, grown-up kids scarred by tough childhoods. Violence is in our blood, and once we’re thrown out into the world of waste disposal, it doesn’t take long to rise to the surface.

			Being a garbageman is itself an act of self-violence. The pace and physical demands of the work would not have been out of place in the first and second industrial revolutions. Some people think they’ll find relief from their inner demons in the miracle of modern drugs. But drugs wear you out.

			I’ve heard it said that the average garbageman lasts less than ten years behind the truck. Throwing trash takes a real toll. The human body only rarely achieves a level of stamina comparable to the machines we create. “He’s a machine” is a compliment reserved for the very best garbagemen, and rightly so, because these men are as strong as the trucks they ride in. But when we outpace a machine, do we not lose something of our humanity? And isn’t the fact that we’re forced to work at this inhuman pace a sure sign that we’re drowning in waste? Our assembly lines must keep spitting out new things for us to consume at an alarming rate, to keep the factories running and the cargo ships sailing and the airplanes flying and the pistons firing and the servers humming and the screens refreshing and the ads and notifications popping up day and night to goad us into desiring ever more. Our civilization manufactures new things at breakneck speed, only to have them fail ever more quickly. This keeps the wheels of commerce spinning. The end goal of this system is the obsolescence of all goods and all people—an acquiescent, clean, and happy obsolescence.

			Sometimes it strikes me that there’s a fundamental truth in the scene I described earlier. A decent-enough guy spying on me through his window to make sure his yard and house stay clean because he doesn’t want to see that the real face of his world is us, the garbagemen.

		

	
		
			
				BE A MAN!

			

			I felt lost in my teenage years. Who doesn’t, I know. But my case was complex. My parents’ marriage had collapsed under the strain of my father’s alcoholism. Nothing I could do had ever been good enough for him. And being worthless in my father’s eyes had drawn me closer to my highly protective mother. Did she feel responsible for raising me with a dysfunctional father? Or was she just worried about my vulnerability? Either way, I was what you’d call a “mama’s boy.” I played Dungeons & Dragons, and I loved reading, and I was certain that I’d be an intellectual one day. In my circle, that projected an image of weakness.

			I later realized how common it is for garbagemen to grow up with an alcoholic or drug-addicted father. Intellectual aspirations? Not so much. I don’t think I’ve ever met another who shared my dreams. In high school, I thought all parents expected their children to go on to higher education. But liking school didn’t command respect where I grew up. No one in my house wanted to hear about Émile Zola over dinner, let alone Balzac. Getting an education was all well and good—if it led to a well-paid job. But this wasn’t France. Learning for its own sake was nothing to take pride in. In Quebec, personal identity is defined not by cultural affiliations but by what a person does for a living.
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