Gabriel, the Garbage, and Growing Up

by Rochelle Zappia


I thought it was so unfair.  Every night after supper I had to wash all the dishes.  But all my bratty kid brother Gabriel had to do was take out the garbage.  That’d only take him about five minutes.  Then he’d plop down in front of the TV and I’d still be busy scrubbing away.


And as if that wasn’t bad enough, he looked for every excuse to get out of taking out the garbage.  So one of those times I said, “Since you hate taking out the garbage so much, why don’t you let me do it?”


Gabriel got this big grin on his face, like he couldn’t believe his ears.  Until I added, “And you do the dishes.”


“Nah,” he said, “that’s girls’ work.”


“Then take out the garbage right now,” my dad told him in his no-nonsense voice.  So Gabriel got up and took out the garbage.  When my dad talks like that, you do whatever he says.  He’s always saying he’d be a sorry excuse for a pastor if he couldn’t keep his own family in line.


But my dad’s lightened up a little since he’s gotten to know the Reverend Cunningham.  Gabriel’s best friend Michael lives in his neighborhood, and Gabriel got Rev. Cunningham to talk to our dad and convince him he should let us speak our minds at home as long as we do it with respect.  He said we’d be better prepared to live on our own in college if we started making some of our own decisions about things like our curfews and chores.


Gabriel was sure this would make everything easier for him.  But he forgot that if he got to speak up at home, so did I.  And one night at dinner, I said, “Mom, Dad, I don’t think it’s fair that I have to wash the dishes every night and all Gabriel has to do is take out the garbage.  I think we should switch chores every other night.”


My mom nodded in agreement.  But Gabriel said, “I’m not doing dishes.  That’s girls’ work.”


I’d expected that and prepared my argument.  “Brat,” I asked, “when you go away to college, do you want to eat your dinner in a dining hall?”


“Heck no,” said Gabriel.


“Well, if you make dinner with your dorm mates, you’ll have to take your turn doing the dishes.”


“I’ll live in a coed dorm, and the girls can do the dishes.”


“They won’t want to do the dishes every night, brat.  They’ll eat in a dining hall first.”


“So I’ll do dishes when I’m in college.”


“You’ll do dishes right now,” my dad told him.


“But I’ve got a big test on the Civil War tomorrow,” said Gabriel.

  
“You should’ve thought of that when you were shooting baskets all afternoon,” I said.

“How was I supposed to know you’d make me do the dishes?”


“Gabriel does have a point there,” said my mom.


“You’d better study for your test,” my dad told Gabriel.  “And see that you learn the material thoroughly.  I’m going to quiz you on it before you go to bed.”


I didn’t think Gabriel would pull that stunt again. When my dad quizzes you, you’d better know everything.  He’ll even ask you how long the soldiers’ suspenders were.

As soon as we’d finished supper the next night, I said, “Your turn to do the dishes, brat.  And don’t tell me you have another test.”


“Can’t you forget this nonsense?” Gabriel groaned.


“Nope.”  


My dad gave Gabriel a stern look.  So he started clearing the table, grumbling that I was taking away his manhood.


And I headed for the garbage container and started tying up the Hefty bag.  Some carrot and potato peelings fell out.  I knew I should pick them up, but they were all covered with pot roast gravy.

“Better pick those up, Sis,” said Gabriel.


“You should push the garbage down before you tie the bag,” my dad advised.


“Do I have to put my hand in all that garbage?” I asked.


“I’ll do it,” said Gabriel.  But before I could say thank you, he added, “If you do the dishes.”


“No way,” I said.  I picked up the lousy peelings and threw them in the garbage.  Then I pushed down the rest of the trash.  My hand got all greasy.  Ugh!  And when I lifted the lid of the garbage can outside, there was this awful smell.  Being so close to it probably made me smell bad too.


I figured I’d get used to taking out the garbage, but every time I had to do it I felt greasier and smellier.  Gabriel saw how much I hated handling trash, and he decided he loved doing dishes.  Sometimes he even sang while he cleared the table.  


“What are you doing, brat?” I snapped at him.


“I’m singing,” he answered.  “You got a problem with that?”


I gave him a dirty look, pushed the greasy garbage down to the bottom of the bag, and took it out to the smelly trash can.  When I got back, Gabriel was splashing soap suds and singing up a storm.


“Hi, Sis,” he said.  “I might do a music project on washing dishes.”


“How could that be a music project, brat?”


“Well, there’re the sounds of the water running, the water splashing, the scouring pad scraping against the dishes.  They could all make an orchestra.”


I gave him a good swat.  “Percussion!” he shouted.


Before I went to bed my mom told me, “You shouldn’t hit your brother, Grace.”


“I know,” I mumbled, hanging my head.


“You need to swallow your pride and tell Gabriel you’ll go back to doing the dishes every night if he’ll go back to taking out the garbage.”


“But he loves doing the dishes.”


“You know he’s just teasing you.”


“All right.  I’ll ask Gabriel to go back to taking out the garbage every night.”


“And ask him nicely.  Don’t call him brat.”


For the next couple of days I kept opening my mouth to ask Gabriel to go back to taking out the garbage every night.  But the words wouldn’t come out.  I knew Gabriel would tease the life out of me for insisting that we have equal chores and then deciding I wasn’t equal to taking out the trash.

The next time I was supposed to take out the garbage, I just sat there trying to figure out a way to get out of it without sounding like Gabriel.  Until Gabriel grinned at me and said, “Your turn to take out the garbage, Sis.  And don’t tell me you have to study for a test.”


I said, “Gabriel—“


“What do you want?”


“What do you mean, what do I want?”


“You must want something.  You didn’t call me brat.”


“Gabriel, I’ll go back to doing the dishes every night if you’ll go back to taking out the garbage.”


“No way.”


“Why not, brat?”

“So now I’m brat again.”


“Okay, why not, Gabriel?”


“I don’t want to handle garbage every night.  I’ll turn into a grease bomb.”


“It doesn’t matter if you get greasy.  You’re a guy.”


“Do you want to go out with greasy guys?”


“No.”


“Then it matters if I get greasy.”


“Come on, Gabriel, you know you don’t hate taking out the garbage the way I do.”


“Sis,” said Gabriel, “when you go away to college, do you want to eat in a mess hall?”


“No.”


“Well, if you make supper with your dorm mates, you’ll have to take your turn throwing out the garbage.”


“The guys can take care of the garbage.”


“They won’t want to get all greasy and smelly handling trash every night.  They’ll eat in a mess hall first.”


“So I’ll take out the garbage in college.”


“You’ll take out the garbage right now,” my dad told me.


“Yeah, Sis,” said Gabriel, grinning like a Cheshire cat.  “You’re the one who started the whole fuss about us doing the same chores.  So now you gotta stick to it.”


I tried to be a good sport about taking out the garbage.  But when I got back inside, Gabriel was singing a hymn while he did the dishes.


“What are you singing that for, brat?”


“I’m praising the Lord who gives me the strength to do my duty with a good will and a cheerful countenance.”


“You shouldn’t quote Scripture to tease me!  That’s blasphemy!”


“No, it’s not.  You’re always quoting Scripture to lecture me.”


“That’s different.  I’m not being sarcastic.”


“But you’re being judgmental.  The Bible says, ‘Judge not, lest ye be judged.’”


Later that night, my mom told me, “Gabriel shouldn’t tease you so much, but he is right, honey.  You can’t always expect a guy to do the dirty work, and you should do your chores willingly.”


“I know,” I mumbled.


“When you make an agreement, you have to stick to it even if it’s harder than you thought it would be.  That’s part of growing up.”


I know my mom’s right.  So now I always take my turn throwing out the garbage, and I try to do it without complaining or making faces.


It’s no big deal.  I’ll be going away to college in a couple of years, and then I’ll live in a coed dorm, and some of the guys’ll take care of the garbage.  They can’t all be brats like Gabriel.  
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