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It was the summer of 1991 and I had recently turned 8.  My father had been out of work for over a year. Out of desperation he decided he’d buy a vacant and neglected house with the intent to remodel, sell and make some needed income. This house was an infamous eyesore known throughout my small town. We called it the “Burnell House”, after its previous owner, but a better name would have been the “Feral Dumpshack.” The siding was dirty and in need of major repair. The windows were broken. The shingles were blown up and many strewn across the yard.  

On this particular day in July, my father had planned to work on the leaking pipes, while my 6 year old brother and I tackled the jungle of weeds in the back yard. “Start from one side and pull every weed until you get to there” he said pointing to a newly pounded stake about 40 feet away.  We each looked at my dad and immediately started whining. “That’s too much. This will take us forever and this is our summer vacation”.  Dad looked down at me and gave me “the look” which we all dreaded.  I knew if I didn’t start pulling weeds right then, he’d have something worse for me to do tomorrow. I decided to start clearing the four foot forest of weeds that was before me.
We had been pulling weeds for over an hour.  Our hands were raw and red, our faces were showing signs of being in the sun, and our attitude was declining into frustration and boredom. I was ready to stop and get a drink when my brother found a medium rusty chain about 10 feet long, half buried and hidden in the weeds.  This single tool gave us an idea.  We ran to my dad and asked “Do you want the whole back yard clear?”  From under the sink cabinets he replied “Yes! I want it ALL clear” My little brother and I then looked at each other and in unison ran back out side to stand before a very old, leaning shed..  It was about 10’ tall, 10’ wide and looked like it was over 100 years old.  It was made out of railroad ties that were poorly fit together.  “Do you think we can pull it over?” asked my little brother.  “I don’t think we can do it, but we should try.  If we can pull out one of the lower pieces the whole thing might just come down,” I replied. “Dad will be really impressed. We can work on this and maybe we won’t have to finish the weeds today.”  
My little brother threaded the chain through a hole between two ties. I took them and then pulled it so that the ends were lined up. Derrick stood in front of me and together holding the ends of the chain we counted “one, two…..threeeeee!”  We pulled as hard as we could. It was like we had found the Achilles heel of this building and it crumbled as we fell back on our butts.

 “Awesome.”

The destruction was even better than we had hoped. As the dust settled and with satisfaction on our faces, we surveyed the damage. A cat whizzed by. And then three others darted from the wreckage to find shelter elsewhere. Two more came out from the center of the wreckage and ran right past us. We got up and walked towards this pile that seemed to be spawning felines. As our eyes moved across the scene, we slowly realized that more than the bones of the shack lay on the ground before us. Dozens of mummified cat remains were scattered among the ruins. Petrified cats lay with their mouths open, as if they died waiting to be fed. All of the hair was missing, revealing the shrunken, leathery skin. Many of the cats seemed to have been the meal for something else leaving half a carcass that was nearly unrecognizable.
Petrified with fear, we ran to our father to protect us.

“We didn’t mean to.” We cried. “It’s so horrible!”

“What?” My father asked.
We led him to the cat mausoleum. He took a moment to take in the scene then he looked down at us. “Can we go home?” We pleaded, “We’ll finish tomorrow.” One last glance at the carnage, then at the amount that we had cleared and he replied with a low voice, “We can go home… but I want you to finish tomorrow.”
As we walked away, my father muttered under his breath, “I HATE cats.”

So do I. “I used to think kittens were so cute…. Now, I’ll be haunted by them forever!”

