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I

leav ing the moth er land, 
 mother leav ing me
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duty

for the house holds with out wash ing ma chines, the place 
to do the laun dry by hand in Za capu,  Michoacán, was at La 
Zar cita, the lake on the other side of  town. My  father car ried 
the bas ket of   clothes on his shoul der; my  mother held my 
hand as we made the jour ney to the con crete wash boards. 
We were still only three in that fam ily, but my  mother was 
preg nant.

Since this was  women’s work, my  father took me to the 
part of  the lake where young peo ple swam. I squat ted at the 
edge, mak ing the sur face of  the water rip ple with the tip of  
a twig. I for got all about my  father stand ing at a dis tance, 
he too lost in  thought as he  looked at my  mother kneel ing 
at the wash board, a white mass of  suds ex pand ing  around 
her. They were in their early twen ties,  chained to do mes tic 
re spon sibil ities and anx ious about money. But I  didn’t know 
this yet. I only knew that they were all mine.

An	empty	bag	of 	laun	dry	de	ter	gent		floated	in	front	of 	
me, its plas tic body  bloated with air, so I  snagged it with the 
twig.	One	more	game:	I	tried	to	fill	it	with	water.	But	when	I	
 leaned for ward I fell into the lake. My  father and the sound 
of  the women wash ing dis ap peared.

When my  father  pulled me out, I was too  stunned to cry 
or com plain as I stood naked in the sun, my shirt,  shorts, and 
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duty

socks  splayed out on rock. I had seen this sight the night 
be fore: a ti nier ver sion of  my cloth ing  stretched  across my 
 mother’s lap, which was too  crowded to sit on. I  prayed my 
 father, shak ing his head at my stu pid ity,  didn’t make the wish 
I	had	made	last	night:	for	the		clothes	never	to	be		filled	with	
flesh.
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