The Rat Tree
The sun was blazing hot as I opened the side door of my mom’s
1954 Buick station wagon. The heat of the summer sun beat down on
my back as I took off my flip-flops, and my feet felt the coolness of
Grandpa’s lush green lawn. My little sisters, Kathy and Izzy, ran by me
as quickly as they could, grabbing their beach towels and backpacks.
Every summer all of our cousins gathered here for get-togethers.
“Beat you to the mill,” Kathy challenged our youngest sister,
Izzy, who fumbled with everything she could hold in her tiny arms.
I walked slowly towards the tree. It was a large tree, four times
the size of me. Dead rats hung from it, yet I could barely see them
hidden behind the leaves. In winter, the tree was a frightening vision.
It grew near the entrance of an old two-story woolen mill that my
grandfather owned. I had to pass by the rat tree to get to the mill.
A car honked and another station wagon full of kids arrived,
but I stayed put and stared at the tree.
“Boo!” Cousin Carl stood right behind me.
“You know I don’t scare easily,” I said.
“Why do you think he has them hanging there all the time?”
Cousin Carl tried to push me off my balance.
“Because they’re innocent,” I said.
“Innocent. Oh that’s deep. I’m getting hot. Come in and get
your swimsuit on.” Cousin Carl tickled me and ran down the short path
to the door of the woolen mill.
As I pushed open the door, the mill was very dark. Cobwebs
hung from the brown walls. There was a lingering smell of cigar
smoke. Sun shafts reflected tiny particles of dust floating in the air.
“Oh, you took too long.” Cousin Carl threw his beach towel
around me. “Aren’t you glad to be out of school soon?”
“Yes, oh yes. Spending my summer vacation swimming every
day at the pool is going to be the best vacation ever.”
We started to twirl again, but Cousin Carl bumped into one of
Grandpa’s work tables. “Ouch.”
“You okay, Cousin Carl?”
“What is all this junk?” Cousin Carl picked up a hammer and
hit the head of it on the table.
Hammers of many sizes hung on nails. Also chisels, saws,
anything that a handyman might need. There were skill saws, drills,
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axes, pipes, screwdrivers, sanding machines, cutting machines, welding gloves and goggles. In a corner there was an old potbelly stove and
above the stove were pictures. Naked women on calendars. Old photos
of people I didn’t recognize. Maps of 1930’s Europe and more pin-up
pictures of girls from the 1940’s.
I pointed to Miss October. “Who is that, Cousin Carl?”
“That’s Betty Grable. Come on and go change. I’m out of
here.” Cousin Carl turned quickly and slammed the door behind him,
shaking rows and rows of cans on the shelves. Coffee cans, tomato
paste cans, cut bean cans, cream corn cans, about every imaginable
can that I would see on a grocery shelf. These cans held my grandfather’s treasures: nickel-color nails, screws, bolts, grease, coins, and
dead spiders. The Havana cigars had their own special hiding place, a
beautiful thin box painted with lyrical writing and an exotic woman on
it.
In the back of the woolen mill, Grandpa had concocted two
changing rooms. There were no signs on the doors. No girl or boy
symbols. The dark brown plywood swinging doors had an opening on
the top and bottom so you could see people’s feet and the tops of their
heads. There was a golden latch inside to make sure that no one could
come in. As I opened up the latch to go out, I heard something scampering on the floor. “Anybody there?”
Right in the middle of the main floor, a puff of dust stirred up. I
looked up at the stairs leading to the second floor, across the changing
rooms to the bathroom. The bathroom had an old toilet and an old sink
with an old feeling to it. I touched the handrail and almost placed my
foot on the thirty steps that took me up into darkness. 			
Izzy opened the door to let the sunshine in. “Are you coming
or not? We’re waiting for you in the pool.”
“I’m coming.” I yanked my flowery bathing cap on. “Race you
to the pool.”
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*****
Izzy ran as fast as she could through the swinging door to the
pool. Grandpa had a sign stating, “You must take a shower.” Behind
the swinging door was the open outdoor shower.
I skirted along the ten-foot-wide concrete sidewalk that surrounded the pool. There was a deep end with a diving board and a
shallow end with a plastic white and pink rope separating them. Blue,
orange, and black Italian mosaic tiles surrounded the sides of the pool.
A six-foot red-cedar fence enclosed the pool. I waded into the deep
end and floated on my back, staring up at the cloudless sky. It was
heaven to have a pool where I could stay all day and late into the evening on a hot summer day.
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*****
I dried off and placed my flowery bathing cap on my lounging
chair.
Aunt Sissy was giggling. She paraded around in her new bathing suit. “Now what was it that you said to me, my little Carl?” She
pushed Cousin Carl’s head into her voluptuous bosoms.
“Oh Ma. You look beautiful.” Cousin Carl pulled away and
stared up at his mother’s eyes.
“Grandpa, isn’t he the sweetest boy a mother could ever have?”
Aunt Sissy twirled Cousin Carl over to Grandpa Scheibert.
Aunt Diane, the youngest of the six daughters, sat down on
Grandpa Scheibert’s lap and poked at him. “If there isn’t a Budweiser
in your hand, then there is a shot of whiskey.” She tried to take a sip of
his whiskey.
“Sissy, you’re making him a mama’s boy.” Grandpa’s square
jaw chomped down on his cigar. Aunt Diane and Sissy laughed away
as Cousin Carl saw his father, Uncle Lou, arriving in the driveway.
“Just look at your husband.” Grandpa Scheibert took a swig of his
drink.
“Oh Grandpa.” Aunt Sissy sashayed in front of Grandpa and
walked over to her husband, Uncle Lou. Uncle Lou kneeled down and
hugged Cousin Carl. He flashed a smile at his adoring wife. He towered over both of them like a gentle giant. His funny smile reminded
me of my dog, Snivels. All three of them walked up the pathway arm
in arm, and Uncle Lou nodded to Grandpa.
Grandpa Scheibert sat under his covered porch on a barn-red
lounge chair. His dark eyes peered out through his black aviator glasses. Grandpa’s smile never appeared loving like Uncle Lou’s. His was
devious, disturbing.
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*****
Cousin Carl opened the window on the east side of the mill.
“Hey you, come into the mill. I want to show you something.”
I looked up from my sandals and ran to the mill.
“Come play hide and seek with me,” Cousin Carl called from
the changing room.
“Sure.”
Cousin Carl began to count. “1, 2, 3, 4, 5.”
I found a spot underneath an old rug that had been thrown
across some broken chairs.
“I can hear you.” Cousin Carl crept slowly up the second-floor steps.
I also heard a noise as I watched Cousin Carl through a small
hole in the rug. The noise couldn’t be from me because I was totally
still. Above both of us something moved across the floor. Cousin Carl
stopped at the third step.
“Oh, you’re too good. I give up. I can’t find you.” He backed
down off the stairs.
“I can tell you if you’re hot or cold.” I moaned like a ghost
underneath the rug.
Cousin Carl turned his head directly to where I was hiding.
Just then the door opened and Cousin Carl ran towards my
peeping eye-hole. I pressed my lips hard against my hand, sealing in
any audible breath. Cousin Carl crouched down low beside me.
Our younger cousins, Jimmy and Cousin Carl’s brother, Little
Lou, tiptoed by us. “I think they are hiding over there,” Jimmy whispered to Lou.
“Let’s scare them.” Cousin Carl’s words brushed by my ear. I
looked up at his brown eyes and nodded. Cousin Carl and I leapt out
behind Jimmy.
“Boo!” we hollered.
“Ahhhhh! Let’s get out of here. There are ghosts here.” Jimmy
and Little Lou dashed to the front door and slammed it.
Cousin Carl and I fell down on the wooden floor planks and
laughed our heads off. “Cousin Carl, do you ever wonder where Grandpa came from?” I asked, looking up at all the maps on the dingy walls.
“Someplace in Austria, Hungary.”
“Where is that?” I asked.
Cousin Carl took my hand and walked me over to a faded map
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of Europe and pointed to a small country on it. “There, somewhere.”
I squinted at the tiny spot on the map and wondered why I had
never heard of it. I had seen maps of Europe in my school, but I didn’t
recognize that name. “What is that writing, there on the corner?” I
pointed to a dingy yellow border of the map.
“It looks like a word...Fatherland.” Cousin Carl squinted at the
scribbled word.
“What is Fatherland?” I said. “Do you know anything about
Grandpa, Cousin Carl?”
“My mom says that he came over here with his brother.”
“Where are his mother and father?”
“Aunt Alice says his mother was a mean German. No one ever
talks about his dad. Why do you ask?” Cousin Carl and I dusted ourselves off as we walked over to the window.
“He’s always watching everyone behind those big sun glasses. He seems mean to everyone. I just wonder why.” We both looked
out to the swimming pool filled with all our cousins splashing and
shouting.
“I could find out more about where he came from, from my
history teacher. She knows a lot about that stuff.”
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