Bay L

DIRTY WORK

by Robert Fulghum

After the dishes are washed and the sink rinsed out, there remains in the strainer at the bottom
of the sink what I will call, momentarily, some “stuff.” A rational, intelligent, objective person would
say that this is simply a mixture of food particles too big to go down the drain, composed of bits of
protein, carbohydrates, fat, and fiber. Dinner dandruff,

Furthermore, the person might add that not only was the material first sterilized by the high heat
of cooking, but further sanitized by going through the detergent and hot water of the dishpan, and
rinsed. No problem.

But any teenager who has been dragooned into washing dishes knows this explanation is a lie.
That stuff in the bottom of the strainer is toxic waste—deadly poiso h. In other
words, about as icky as icky gets.

One of the very few reasons I had any respect for my mother when 1 was thirteen was because
she would reach into the sink with her bare hands—BARE T
and drop 1t into the garbage. To top that, I saw her reach into the wet garbage bag and fish around
in there looking for a lost teaspoon BAREHANDED—a kind of mad courage. She found the
spoon in a clump of coftee grounds mixed with scrambled egg remains and the end of the vegetable
soup. [ almost passed out when she handed it to me to rinse off. No teenager who wanted to live
would have touched that without being armed with gloves, a face mask, and stainless-steel tongs.

Once, in school, I came across the French word erdere, and when the teacher told me it meant
“unspeakable filth” T knew exactly to what it referred. We had it every night. In the bottom of the
sink.

When I reported my new word to my mother at dishwashing time, she gave me her my-son-the-
idiot look and explained that the dinner I had just eaten was in just about the same condition in my
stomach at the moment, rotting, and it hadn’t even been washed and rinsed before it went down my
drain. If she had given me a choice between that news and being hit across the head with a two-by-
four, 1 would have gone for the board.

[ lobbied long and hard for a disposal and an automatic dssh\x asher, knowing full well that they
had been invented so that #ebedy would erer have to touch the gunk again.

Never mind what any parent or objective adult might tell me, I knew that the stuff in the sink
drainer was lethal and septic. It would give vou leprosy, or something worse. If you should ever
accidentally touch it, you must never touch any other part of your body with your fingers until you
had scalded and soaped and rinsed vour hands. Even worse, | knew that the stuff could congeal and
mush up and mutate into some living thing that would crawl out of the sink during the night and get
loose in the house.

Why not just use rubber gloves, vou ask? Oh, come on. Rubber gloves are for sissies. Besides,
my mother used her bare hands, remember. My father never came closer than three feet to the sink
in his life, My mother said he was lazy. But | km.\x that he knew what I knew about the gunk.

Once, after dinner, I said to him that I bet Jesus never had to wash dishes and clean the gunk
out of the sink. He agreed. It was the only theological discussion we ever had.

My father, however, would take a plunger to the toilet when it was stopped up with even worse
stuff. I wouldn’t even go in the room when he did it. I didn’t want to know.

But now. Now I am a grown-up. And have been for some time. And I imagine making a speech
to a high school graduating class. First, I would ask them, How many of you would like to be an
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