Gathering Eggs
In 1942, just before rationing occurred during the war years, we moved into our new home located on the outskirts of Pittsburgh, PA. Suburbia was not a term that existed in those days. Outskirts was the polite term, whereas “the sticks” was what many called it. Our neighborhood consisted of homes on 2- or 5-acre plots of land that previously had been part of a large farm. in addition to a large vegetable garden and raising bees for honey, we raised chickens. During those years, I always looked up to my brother, Benny, and wanted to do everything that he did. Even though he was almost two years older, I tried my best to be like him. Our parents encourage us to try new things, and not be too afraid to ask for what you want. “Advocate for yourself,” I remember hearing even before I knew what the word meant. “But make sure that you know what is required.”
One of Benny's jobs was to collect the eggs in the morning, and I would often go with him. I love the fresh smell of the lilacs and orange blossoms that we passed on the way to the chicken coop. And sometimes I would rub my hand in the grass to feel the fresh dew. This was so much fun, and I wanted to do it by myself. And so I pleaded with my parents to take over. “I am 6 ½,” I would proclaim. (I always added the half even if it was not true). “I can do it by myself. Please, please,” I beg. 
“Do you know what you are asking for?” Daddy asked.
I assured him that I did. And he emphasized that this was not a fair-weather chore. It meant every morning, rain or shine, he stressed. 
“Every morning,” Mother repeated.
After further discussion I was given the job. I am not sure that Benny liked giving up his job, but my brother, who was big-hearted and had always been my protector and my best friend, gave into my desire. He might complain, but in the end, he would always relent. And so to my delight, gathering the eggs in the morning was now my job.
We had names for each of the hens and there was one that frequently had an egg with a double yolk. I would always keep hers separate to hand it to Daddy and say this is your morning egg from Stella. It was so much fun that summer and I felt so grown-up. I had always loved the early mornings, the world awakening. The sun rising in the sky. The birds singing their morning songs. The freshness of the air. I did not care if it was raining. I would put on my yellow slicker and hat that kept the rain off my face and glasses and go gather the eggs. As summer ended and school started in the fall, I eagerly woke up early and dressed quickly so that I could do my morning chore. I would listen to the morning breeze whispering though the trees as I skipped through the fallen leaves on the way to gather the eggs. But on the return trip, I would always walk carefully so as not to break any eggs in my basket. As winter approached, it was darker and colder in the mornings. But that did not deter me. I loved it. I loved being responsible. I loved talking to the hens and I loved the smile on Daddy’s face when I handed him Stella’s egg. The sun had not risen yet, but often a bright moon would light my way. I would put on my coat and if there was snow, I would wear my warm snow boots. Unless it was very cold, I would leave my gloves in my coat pockets. Mornings in which no moon was visible, I would take a flashlight to see my way. The flashlight would produce weird shadows from the trees and bushes with their few remaining leaves that were moving in the barely discernible wind. One morning when it was still very dark, as I passed the lilac bush, the weird shadows created by my flashlight and the sounds from the wind really scared me. I imagined all kinds of things. Did I hear an animal? Was there someone out there? I ran back to the house and pleaded with Benny to go with me. 
He laughed and teased me, and in a singsong, chanted, “Scary cat, scary cat, scary cat.”
“Please,” I begged, holding back tears.
He was still saying Scary cat as he took his coat from the hook by the back door to accompany me. As we passed the lilacs a gush of wind sent the branches shaking. Startled, I quickly turned my flashlight toward the sound. Calmly Benny said, “Don’t worry. That’s just Mother Nature telling those bushes to wake up so they will flower again.” 
My mind went to the wonderful smell of the lilacs, and I said, “wake up sleepy head.” From then on whenever I heard the branches shaking, I would start singing “wake up, you sleepy heads.” That was the first and only time I asked him to accompany me. I was never afraid again, even when it was very dark, and the wind was making all kinds of strange noises.
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