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    The Room That Nobody Could Clean

    A Bedtime Story About Congressional Housekeeping Rules
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    In a very big building, in a very important chair, sat a man named the Speaker. He had sat there for a very, very long time. So long, in fact, that his office had gotten quite full of things. Papers. Gavels. Old lunch bags. And one mysterious rubber duck that nobody could explain.
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    One day, the Speaker decided it was time to clean up. He called for the janitor. The janitor came. But then the janitor stopped. He looked at a very old piece of paper and scratched his head. 'Sir,' he said, 'I cannot clean this office yet. You see, there are rules.'
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    The rules said that before anyone could clean the Speaker's office, three subcommittees had to vote on it. A subcommittee is a small group of people who sit in a smaller room and talk about things. There were three of those rooms. And nobody in any of them could agree on anything at all.
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    Subcommittee One voted yes. Subcommittee Two voted maybe. Subcommittee Three voted to have a snack first and revisit the matter in the spring. The janitor sat down in the hallway. He had brought a book, just in case. It was a very long book.
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    There was also the matter of the mop. The rules — written in 1987 — said only one very specific mop could be used. It was a blue mop with a yellow handle and exactly fourteen strings. Nobody could find it. Someone thought it might be in a closet in Delaware.
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    Weeks went by. The papers piled higher. The rubber duck looked on, saying nothing, as rubber ducks do. But slowly, quietly, the subcommittees kept talking. The mop was found — it was indeed in Delaware, behind some folding chairs. And one gentle afternoon, the janitor finally got to sweep.
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    And the room was clean, and the duck sat quietly on the shelf, and everything settled into a very nice order.
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