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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Acorn in The Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m here, Acorn,” my father whispers. “You’re not alone. I’ll take care of everything.”

      I’m watching at a remove—almost thirty years and who knows how many miles—as my five-year-old body lies motionless in the hospital bed. Her/my chest rises and falls steadily beneath the hospital gown. From this vantage point, it’s almost soothing. I look so peaceful.

      My father, sitting next to the bed and holding my little hand in his, is scared, but he doesn’t let on. The nurse told him about a study suggesting that coma patients might be able to hear voices.

      Five-year-old me can hear him, and is thinking, “Of course you’ll take care of everything. That’s what you always do, Daddy.” My father was strong and kind, and he kept his hair cut short and hedgehog-prickly. He played Candy Land with me and, when he read stories, he did all the voices. I blindly assumed that, after the events that landed me in the hospital, he was in control of the situation, because I sure wasn’t. I never trusted anyone as much as I did my father. Kerry Eileen Cullinane, Daddy’s girl, that’s me.

      Which is why my pre-school self isn’t scared that she can’t see anything.

      The year before I wound up in that Ascension Hospital bed, when I was at my friend Dianne’s birthday party, we played pin the tail on the donkey. Mr. and Mrs. Reardon blindfolded us, spun us around, and pointed us toward a sheet tacked to the wall. A cartoon donkey with a buck-toothed mouth grinned on the sheet. I could see a little light around the edges of the blindfold, so I wriggled my nose until it scootched up a bit.

      It wasn’t cheating, no matter what Dianne said.

      This darkness, however, the one younger me is experiencing, isn’t like pin the tail on the donkey. There is no light at the edges. There are no edges. Just The Dark. Dad’s voice is a blanket of comfort, but I can hear anxiety fraying its edges.

      Besides, when I was little, I wasn’t afraid of the dark, not really anyway. I remember when I told my mother that I didn’t need my Minnie Mouse night light anymore. Dianne said that night lights were for babies; no way was I gonna let my best friend think I was a baby.

      “The doctor will be right back,” Dad says. “We’re gonna get some answers.”

      What I couldn’t see at the time, but can now, is how he keeps glancing worriedly at the door. He’s reassuring me, but hoping someone in the know will come in to reassure him. He leans in to kiss my forehead, and I can smell toothpaste and grass clippings.

      “Mama will be here soon, Acorn. Don’t be scared. You’re not alone.”

      Dad is right. In that moment, in that hospital room, on July 1st, 1969, my father is present, my mother is on her way to join him, and just outside the door is an entourage of doctors, nurses, orderlies, and custodial staff. Definitely not alone.

      What Dad doesn’t know is that some version of little me is listening and fully aware in a place I have since come to think of as The Dark. And in The Dark, in that moment, outside the normal constraints of time, I am alone. I can hear everything but can neither see nor respond.

      So he’s right, and he’s wrong; I’m alone, and I’m not.

      Hmm. That’s not a bad summary of my life.

      And to add a layer of complexity to this bizarre scene, I—my adult self, that is—is watching both younger versions of myself.

      I remember wanting so much to reach out and touch his scratchy cheek, to tell him not to worry, but my body is a lump. Instead, I listen as my father whispers, “Please come back to us, Acorn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Root Not Beet

          

        

      

    

    
      I pause the tableau, leaving my father and little me frozen in the hospital. With a gesture I shrink the scene I’ve been watching to the size of a postage stamp and wave it to the left, where it hovers at the periphery of my vision amid other small, illuminated squares. These are windows onto moments of my past, and I’m revisiting them in hopes they’ll provide some of the answers I need.

      I’ve been watching the hospital scene from the room I call my Observatory. As rooms go, it’s more functional than fancy. It’s rectangular, maybe twenty by ten feet and sparsely furnished. In the middle of the room, on a large oval hook rug, is a couch that faces the long wall. This wall is a floor-to-ceiling black screen, like a miniature drive-in where you can manipulate what’s playing. I can call up any number of films: stopping, starting, and rewinding them at will. Except, rather than The Sound of Music, it’s scenes from my life.

      Examining where I am, how I came to be here, and why my life’s story might be worthy of scrutiny is the task before me.

      The events leading to my hospitalization in July 1969 is where I’ve chosen to start.

      Seeing Dad again raises a measure of sadness and some not completely resolved anger. I’ll need to address those emotions as I go, but for now I sit with the feeling before moving forward.

      On a whim, I pivot to an earlier scene, gesturing again as a dozen multicolored tesserae appear in The Dark and coalesce into an image of my father. It’s the day before I’m hospitalized. He’s wearing his Post Office uniform, sitting in his jeep. Another wave and the image of Dad comes to life.
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      Dad swings the jeep to the curb. He gives a cursory wave to the old man sitting on the porch. That must be Mr. Dziedzic. Dad talked about him, but the only time I ever saw him was in a casket at Cornell-Smith Funeral Home. Now that I think about it, that was probably the first time I saw a dead body. I’d have been in fifth or sixth grade. It wasn’t the last body I’d see.

      Stosh Dziedzic, sitting in his porch rocker, strikes a Diamond kitchen match on the side of its box and, cupping the flame, tilts his head to light a Chesterfield.

      “You catch the Sox?” he asks as Dad climbs the porch steps.

      “Double header yesterday was bad enough,” Dad says. “But Saturday was the one that killed me. So close.”

      “Horseshoes and hand grenades,” Dziedzic retorts, taking a drag. “Same old story. They come out strong, sell the pups in the ninth.”

      “‘Sell the pups?’”

      “Yeah. You never heard that? ‘Screw the pooch and sell the pups?’ Only the Red Sox could blow a 3-0 lead in the bottom of the fuckin’ 8th.”

      “You got that right,” Dad says, shaking his head.

      Dad’s voice takes on a teasing attitude. “Probably just the Curse, but the Senators do have that new manager this year. What’s his name again?”

      Dziedzic rolls his eyes and shakes his head. The effort launches a coughing jag, which ends with him hocking a loogie over the porch railing. I remember Dad, over dinners, telling Mom how the never-ending Ted Williams vs. Carl Yastrzemski debate was a staple of his morning routine. Two generations of men for whom unblunted teasing—in the giving and the taking—was one measure of masculinity.

      The old man turns back to Dad. “Yaz is on track to hit forty homers this year.”

      “Could be. Went 0 for 4 Saturday, though. Remind me, Stan: how many did Williams hit in ’39?”

      “Forty-four.”

      “Five hundred twenty-one lifetime,” Dad adds.

      “Yaz is still the better ball player overall. Better hustle on the field, better clutch hitter.”

      Dziedzic takes a final drag. His hand—fingers stained the amber of a man in a long-term love affair with smoking—betrays a tremor as he reaches for the end table. He misses the mallard-shaped ashtray and stubs the filterless butt out on the end table itself. Not that it makes a difference. Both are littered with dead soldiers.

      “Got a question for you,” says Dziedzic. “You ever think about the difference between a route and a beat?”

      “I thought beets were roots,” says Dad.

      “Not the fuckin’ vegetable.” Dziedzic’s fingers struggle to replace his nose piece, which is attached to plastic tubing, which is connected to an oxygen cylinder.

      “Then what are we talking about?”

      “You have a route, right? You got your jeep. You park it here and walk the loop. Cop does essentially the same thing. Parks his vehicle, walks the streets. You both chat up folks as you do your job, get to know the lay of the land. But he works a beat. You work a route. Almost like one’s more respectable, more important, ya know?”

      Dad smiles and shakes his head. “When I retire, is this what I’m gonna do? Sit around, spend my mornings thinking of something clever to say to the mailman?”

      Dad descends the stairs, then turns back and says over his shoulder, “Take it easy, Stan. I’ll see you tomorrow. Go easy on the smokes, okay?”

      “Nope,” says Stan. “And don’t worry. I won’t be watching your ass in them cute shorts as you walk away.”

      The old man chuckles, basking in the satisfaction of having the last word.
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      Dad’s route (not beat), is two square miles of a mostly residential section of Westover, a western Massachusetts town along the Connecticut River. In the late 1960s, its inhabitants are first- and second-generation Polish-, Irish-, and Italian-American families in various stages of suburban assimilation. Dad used to talk about how Mr. Dziedzic taught him to pronounce all the -skis and -czyks when he started at the Post Office.

      He parks his Jeep in the shade in Czerny Park for his lunch break and watches a crew of teenage boys playing a pickup game on the basketball court. Czerny was Dad’s second home when he was a boy, where he played ball (mostly basket or base) from after breakfast until his mother called him home for dinner.

      Czerny is the midpoint, not only of Dad’s route (not beat) but the dividing line for the neighborhood. Dad and Mom spent the first two years of their marriage in a one-bedroom apartment to the east of Czerny. Then I was born. They used Dad’s savings and the money Mom inherited when her father died to cover the down payment on a small cape six miles west of the park.

      It was after he bought the house that Dad agreed to adopt Roscoe for me. I guess the apartment didn’t allow pets. One night, maybe two years pre-hospital, I was in my bed but not asleep yet, and I was listening to my parents downstairs.

      “It wouldn’t take a lot,” Mom said. “Just litter and food. And we could save on litter if we let it out to poop in the yard.”

      I had been making a concerted effort to lobby my parents for a pet cat. My rhetorical strategy was to say “Please” as often as possible, drawing it out to as many as three syllables. Mom was convinced; Dad was not.

      “That’s just the start,” said Dad. “There’s licenses and vet visits. The budget’s tight enough as it is.”

      Of course, he adopted Roscoe from the shelter anyway. At first, the cat hissed and swatted at him, then settled into allowing himself to be petted occasionally. Me, he took to right away. He slept in my bed, usually in the hollow just above my butt. Mom liked to tell the story of the time she walked in to find Roscoe sleeping on my head while my toddler self was napping. To me, it felt like having a pillow on both sides of my head, with the added bonus of purring from the top one.

      Lunch eaten, Dad steers over to John Fitzgerald Kennedy High School. When he was a student here, it was Calvin Coolidge High, but a bad day in Dallas changed all that. His sister, my Aunt Pat, is the principal’s secretary.

      Dad and Aunt Pat were inseparable as kids. She covered first base while he pitched. They both had endless stories about how, under the hoop, she fought like a banshee for possession. More than one of the neighborhood boys learned, to their discomfort, to keep their pre-athletic-supporter balls clear of her sharp elbows.

      After eighth grade, the action moved from neighborhood games at the park to interscholastic competition. For the boys, that is. For the girls, the options were cheerleader or cheerleader. Aunt Pat had neither the inclination nor the patience for pom-poms and mini-skirts.

      She was President of the Honor Society and Salutatorian, with awards in both French and Latin. She must have told me a million times that she’d have traded it all to be on the diamond with her brother.

      No one is in sight as Dad enters the foyer, so he allows himself a minute to stop and scan the trophy case. I can read his expression. He’s proud of his accomplishment but can’t let it show for fear of seeming too big for his britches, an expression I never really understood. I often felt too big for my britches as my body developed inexorably into its adult shape; the feeling was not one of excessive pride.

      “Pacers Baseball” reads the plaque, beneath which are three columns of little brass nameplates. There he is: column two, third name down. Francis M. Cullinane. June 1959. Season SOs: 201.

      He doesn’t see Aunt Pat approach, but I do, and I smile as she sneaks up and raps his bicep with the knuckle of her index finger.

      “Ow!” he whinges, smiling. “That’s my pitching arm!”

      “Come inside, Frankie. You can set the mail down on my desk.”

      To his left, as he enters, is a sullen teen sitting in a chair made of molded green plastic. His hair, unfamiliar with the benefits of shampoo, hangs almost to his collar. He wears dungarees and a frayed flannel shirt. I’d bet a million dollars that the thought running through my father’s mind at that moment is, “Dirty hippie.”

      “Jake,” Aunt Pat says to the boy,” It’s the first day of summer school. How are you down here already?”

      Jake shrugs.

      “Who sent you down?”

      “Mrs. Benedetto,” he says, grimacing.

      “Smoking?”

      Jake nods, avoiding eye contact. “She opened the door to the boy’s bathroom. What if I’d been peeing?”

      “But you weren’t, Mr. Santanelli, were you?” says the principal, Mr. Kozlowski, who has emerged from his office. He summons the boy with his index finger, ushering him through the doorway. “In my office, please. I’ll join you momentarily.” He then turns his attention to Aunt Pat. “Patricia, can you get me the budget file for the history department?” Then, having noticed Dad, he says, “Ah, Francis. How are you?”

      “Fine, sir.”

      It’s funny to watch my father, the man I admired and emulated, slip into schoolboy mode, and it brings a smile to my face.

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Aunt Pat swivels her chair to the file cabinet, fingers skating over manila folders. She finds the file and hands it to Mr. K.

      “Thank you, Patricia,” he says, adding, with a farewell nod, “Francis.”

      “Sir.”

      “Mr. Santanelli,” says Mr. K., sniffing dramatically, “What’s that cologne you’re wearing today? Smells a bit like Winstons.” He closes the door and we’re spared the rest of the conversation.

      Aunt Pat chuckles and begins sorting the mail atop her Smith-Corona.

      “And how’s my Little Acorn?”

      Aunt Pat is my godmother, and there was never a time when I wasn’t delighted to be around her. When she looked at me, I felt truly seen. Not that my parents were anything but loving, but I sometimes imagined Aunt Pat and I were connected by a long, golden cable, heart to heart, mind to mind.

      For my first Halloween, Aunt Pat sewed an acorn costume for me. I’ve seen the picture of it my father carried in his wallet. Cradled in my mother’s arms, pudgy wee legs sticking out of a puffy beige suit. A crocheted acorn cap that was slipping down over my eyes when the camera caught me. Thus was born a nickname I never outgrew.

      “She’s fine,” Dad says. “Borrowed a book about a kangaroo from the library this week and started hopping everywhere. Says she wants to move to Australia and become a kangaroo when she grows up.”

      “My Acorn is also a joey,” says Aunt Pat. She notices the confused expression on her brother’s face and adds, “That’s what a baby marsupial is called.”

      Dad’s expression registers nothing at all, so she adds, “A kangaroo is a marsupial, Frankie.”

      “Sure, if you say so. Oh, almost forgot. This is for you.” He reaches into his breast pocket, withdraws and unfolds a yellow sheet of construction paper. On it is a portrait of Aunt Pat, rendered by me: a green body, two stick legs, a small shock of orange hair. Below it, in Mom’s neat script is “Aunt Pat by Kerry 6-27-69.”

      My heart skips a beat and I pause the scene. I remember that! I was sitting at our kitchen table with my box of 64 crayons, the big red stripe on the cover announcing, “Built-In Sharpener.” I wanted to make something special for Aunt Pat and must have spent an hour working on the trees in the background, my tongue lodged firmly in the corner of my mouth as I concentrated.

      “Tell her I love it,” she says, glowing with delight. “I’m taping it right here on this file cabinet. That way, every little delinquent who gets called down here can see what a good child is.” She looks over at Jake Santanelli, who is slinking out of the principal’s office.

      “Gotta get back to it,” Dad says. “You coming to dinner Sunday?”

      “Tell Eileen I’ll bring a trifle.”

      “Sliced Twinkies or bananas?”

      “I’m not sure kangaroos eat Twinkies.”

      “Yeah, but I do. Cuz I’m not a marsupial,” he adds sarcastically.
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      The penultimate section of Dad’s route (Not beat. Dammit!) is two loops of the businesses on Broadway, most of which have apartments above them. He hits Rexall Drug, Giovanni’s Bakery, and Reardon’s Hardware.

      Mikey Reardon and my father grew up playing ball together. Neither of them ever left their hometown, with dad becoming a letter carrier and Mr. Reardon taking over the store from his father, who had inherited it from his father after WWII. They married two years apart and had their first child (me and Dianne, respectively) two months apart.

      “Nothing today,” Dad calls as he crosses the street. Mr. Reardon is sitting under the awning in a plastic lawn chair, overstock from Reardon’s Semicentennial Sales Extravaganza.

      “No news is good news, especially if it’s bills. How you doin’ Frankie? Got time for a drink?”

      Mr. Reardon reaches for the jug of lemonade at his feet.

      “Thanks,” Dad says, adjusting his satchel and wiping his forehead. Mikey pours him a Dixie cup and hands it over.

      “I’d invite you to grab a chair, but…”

      “Damn bosses. Never know when they’re watching.” He downs half the cup, smacking his lips in appreciation. “Business must be booming. That’s the good stuff, not the store-bought mix.”

      Mikey chuckles softly. “One of Bethy’s many talents. Kerry enjoying her last free summer? Hard to believe the girls are off to kindergarten in the fall.”

      “She’s not sold on the idea just yet,” Dad says. “Not crazy about the idea of someone telling her what to do all day.” He smiles and downs the last of the lemonade.

      “Apple doesn’t fall far, right?” Mikey says. “You want another?”

      “Naw, back to work. I owe my soul to the company store. See you tomorrow?”

      “More’n likely.”
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      Dad’s last stop of the day is Holy Family. The church glowers from the top of the hill on Broadway, passing judgement on the parishioners below. The Victorian Gothic building, which dates to the early 1880s, is where Dad was baptized, received his first communion, was confirmed, and married. When I was in high school and struggling with religious doctrine, he told me about being an altar boy, entertaining himself during interminable CCD classes, and memorizing passages from the Baltimore Catechism.

      
        
        Q. What is man?

        A.Man is a creature composed of body and soul, and made to the image and likeness of God.

        Q. Why did God make you?

        A. God made me to know Him, to love Him, and to serve Him in this world, and to be happy with Him forever in heaven.

      

      

      In the rectory, Sister Anthony James, telephone held to her ear by a raised shoulder, smiles at Dad. She’s plump and pleasant, in her third decade as a Sister of St. Joseph. After twenty-two years as a second-grade teacher, she became Father Donne’s secretary.

      “I’m sure lemon squares will be fine, Mrs. O’Meara,” she says into the receiver. “No, I don’t know if Mrs. LaBreck is bringing her apple squares. Can’t have too many squares, as they say in geometry class. Hah, hah, yes. Alright, then, Mrs. O’Meara, thank you.”

      She shakes her head and says, “‘Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer’. Honestly, Frank, some days I can’t see the difference between the adults and the eight-year-olds. At least the kids have the excuse that their brains aren’t fully developed yet.”

      Dad chuckles and says, “Mine certainly wasn’t.”

      “Nonsense, Frank. You were one of my favorites.”

      “Is himself in?” Dad asks. “I need a signature on a registered letter.”

      The nun crosses to the open door of Father Donne’s office. Donne is cutting and pasting items to create the weekly bulletin. He asks Sister AJ to send Dad in, then begins rubbing Elmer’s Glue off his fingers.

      “Good morning, Frank. Shame about the Red Sox, wasn’t it?”

      “Morning, Father,” Dad says, a noticeable stiffness creeping into his manner. He doesn’t much care for Fr. Donne, but as with Mr. Kozlowski, he feels obliged to show deference.

      “How is the family?” Donne asks. “Is K…Kerry…excited to be joining us at school this fall?”

      For a split second, I see anger in my father’s face. His knuckles go white on his leather satchel. Then, faster than a magician disappears a playing card, the moment passes. My father is back in control. I learned how to focus from him, after all.

      “She is, yes,” he says, reaching into the satchel for the letter. “Need your signature here, Father.”

      Donne signs and takes possession of the letter. Dad thanks him tersely and turns to go.

      “See you and the family Sunday, then, Frank?”

      “See you then, Father.”
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      Pause and hold.

      Aunt Pat told me this story. The bad blood between Dad and Fr. Donne began back when I was still in diapers. I conjure (that word makes it sound more magical than it really is) the bits of light and color until I’m looking at 1964.
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      Dad and Mom are sitting in front of Father Donne’s desk in the rectory of Holy Family. I’m asleep on Mom’s shoulder. Can’t believe I was ever that cute.

      “She’s a blessing. So beautiful,” says Donne. “And what’s this name you’ve settled on?”

      Mom explains how some of her family came over from County Kerry in 1848, towards the end of the Great Hunger. Many of those who stayed didn’t survive. She wants, she explains as the priest sits expressionless behind his desk, to acknowledge the suffering and the sacrifice that has afforded her a good life in America.

      Donne nods, steepling his fingers in front of his thin lips.

      “Unfortunately,” he says, “There is no Saint Kerry, and so I can’t baptize her under that name. Perhaps if you were to name her Katherine but call her Kerry. A nickname of sorts.”

      There’s that stony look on my father’s face again. However, before he can open his mouth, Mom reaches over and takes his hand. Dad breaks off the dagger stare and turns his head to find Mom smiling.

      Her smile never wavers as she stands and says dismissively, “Thank you for your time, Father Donne.” Dad gathers the coats, the diaper bag, and her purse. He follows her to the door.

      Donne is flustered, perhaps unaccustomed to having his authority questioned.

      “We could meet again, and talk more, if you like. Say, next week?” He rummages for his appointment book under the clutter of the desk. “That’d give you some time to reflect, to pray on it.”

      Mom, whose hand is already on the doorknob, pauses for a five count, then turns back over her shoulder. “What makes you think we haven’t prayed about it already?” she asks.

      My parents manage to wait until they reach the car before they start laughing like kids who’ve just shoplifted penny candy from Woolworth’s. Mom secures me in the baby seat and then joins Dad up front.

      “What do we do now?” he asks.

      “I’ll call the office at St. Louis tomorrow. The French priest will do it. Then, for the next eighteen years, Fr. Donne can think about this moment every time he says her name. Katherine! Pfft!”

      She grins evilly and Dad looks like he might burst with joy. Who knew Mom was such a badass?

      He says, “I have absolutely no idea what I did to deserve you.”
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      I wave that scene off and recall the “film” of July 1, 1969.
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      My father returns home to find me playing in the backyard.

      “Daddy!” I yell, latching myself onto his leg. He pretends not to notice, walking with me sitting on his shoe. He swings his leg out in a wide arc, eliciting a squeal of delight from me. He walks in a circle, not acknowledging the cargo he’s acquired.

      “Have you seen Kerry?” he asks Mom. “I wanted to give her a hug, but I can’t find her.”

      “I’m right here, Daddy,” I say, reaching up to tug the hem of his regulation uniform shorts.

      “There you are!” he says, reaching down to pick me up. I grab him around the neck, bury my face in his collar, and squeeze.

      “And how’s my little kangaroo?” he asks.

      “I’m not a kangaroo.”

      “But you told me yesterday you wanted to be one. And both ‘Kerry’ and ‘kangaroo’ start with a K, so it must be true.”

      I tell him, “I was only pretending. I know who I am.”

      Out of the mouths of babes, as my mother used to say.

      “Glad to hear it,” he says, setting me down. “Although your Aunt Pat is bringing a trifle on Sunday because she says kangaroos love trifle. Maybe I should call her and tell her not to bother.”

      Telling the truth is all well and good, but not if it comes at the cost of dessert.

      “No way! I can be a kangaroo sometimes, and me other times. Watch!”

      I begin sproinging around the yard, elbows close to my body, wrists bent, not unlike a highly caffeinated T-Rex.

      Dad moves to the porch steps, where Mom sits. He rests a hand on her shoulder and leans in to kiss the top of her head. She holds his hand there.

      “You alright?” Dad asks.

      She nods, eyes on me. “I am. I need to talk to you about something, though.”

      He sits beside her and puts his arm around her shoulder.

      “It’s Robert,” she says.

      “Ah, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Frank,” she says, leaning back to make eye contact, “I know you don’t like him, but he’s my brother. He’s in trouble. Can you set the rest aside just this once?”

      Dad bristles at the criticism, but then nods to acknowledge she’s not wrong.

      “What’s the trouble?” he asks softly.

      “He’s been arrested. Some kind of protest that got out of hand. The police called this morning and said Robert had me listed as his emergency contact. I need to go bail him out.”

      Dad struggles to keep his tone level. “How much will that cost?”

      “Two hundred fifty dollars.”

      Dad lets his breath out in a controlled burst.

      “They said he sustained injuries resisting arrest but wouldn’t tell me anything more.”

      “Resisting arrest? How stupid do you have to be to do that?”

      “Frank,” Mom cautions.

      “I know. I know. But Robert must weigh—what?—150 with rocks in his pockets. Why would he think that would turn out well?”

      “I’ll need to buy a map,” she says, “find out where the Sixth Precinct is. I’ll get him out, take him home, and be back for dinner.”

      “OK,” Dad says. “I’ll take tomorrow off to look after Kerry. So what was this protest?”

      “I don’t know. The officer told me Robert had been arrested outside someplace called the Stonewall Inn.”
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            Two Roscoes

          

        

      

    

    
      What happened to Mom and Robert in New York is part of this story as well, but right now, I want to see what happened next in our backyard.
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      Dad is mowing the lawn with the old push mower. The shredded grass clings to the five curved blades. In some spots, he can push steadily, but where the crabgrass is thick, he has to back up, push, back up, push. It’s sweaty work and he’s hung his Red Sox t-shirt on a nail on the garage wall.

      I’m on the porch reading library books, safely away from any blade-related mishaps.

      Dad starts at the garage, mows down to the big hedges, then back up. Each time, he stops and asks me, “Am I done yet?”

      “Nope,” I say, not even looking.

      “How many rows is that?”

      I count. “Four.”

      “Okay. See you later.”

      And away he goes again, with both of us looking forward to the next check-in at row six.

      After he finishes (nineteen rows, garage to hedges) and tamps the last of the clippings into the trash barrel, I’m allowed into the yard to play. I slide into my Big Wheel as Dad walks into the kitchen, where he keeps an eye on me through the window over the sink.

      He emerges a few minutes later with a tumbler of water, ice cubes clunking against the cup’s plastic sides as he walks to the chaise lounge set up in the shade of our crabapple tree.

      I skid to a stop in front of his chair.

      “Time me, Daddy, Okay?”

      He looks at his watch. “Rev your engine a bit until the big hand gets to twelve.”

      I pass the seconds by making impressive vrooming noises.

      “Ready? Set? GO!”

      I peel out on the new-mown grass, skidding around each corner with appropriate sound effects.

      “1:47,” he announces as I return to the starting point.

      “I can go faster,” I say.

      “Let’s see you do it, then,” he says. “Little bit of advice? Don’t slow down ’til after you cross the finish line.”

      I’m awaiting the third green flag, my vrooms interspersed with panting. This will be my last trip around the perimeter. Suddenly, from the corner of my eye, I see movement along the hedges.

      Roscoe emerges unsteadily into the yard. I see him and my stomach lurches. The cat holds his left hind leg close to his body, hobbling back to his home ground. Half his left ear is missing and a bloody gash runs from the top of his head to his chin.

      I start to pedal over to him, but Dad stops me.

      He jumps up and approaches Roscoe, who hisses angrily. Dad stops and takes a knee, letting the cat come to him.

      As Roscoe limps forward, Dad tells me to get his shirt from the garage wall. I leave the Big Wheel and bring the shirt to him, moving cautiously so as not to startle the cat.

      “Is he gonna be alright?”

      “We’ll take good care of him,” he says.

      Roscoe stands swaying for a moment, then slumps into Dad’s lap. Dad wraps the cat in his shirt. The wounds are fresh, still bleeding. On his skull and at the corner of his jaw, I can now see exposed bone; I’m glad five-year-old me missed those details. The white around the big red number nine on the back of Dad’s shirt is stained with Roscoe’s blood.

      The cat abandons all resistance. He mews piteously but remains motionless.

      “Is he gonna die?”

      “Not if we can help it. Here’s what we’ll do. We’ll go up on the porch and I’ll hand him to you. You need to sit very still with him. Listen to me now: don’t pet him. Keep your hands on the shirt, and away from where he’s hurt, alright? I’ll go inside and call the vet. We’ll bring Roscoe right in, so they can help him.”

      “Maybe they could send an amb’lance.”

      “I think they only do that for people, Acorn, but I’ll call and find out. Don’t pet him, but maybe just talk to him. Keep him calm.”

      We walk to the porch, I sit, and Dad hands the bundle to me.

      “What should I talk to him about?”

      “Doesn’t matter, as long as your voice is calm. Tell him we love him and we’ll take good care of him. I’ll be right back.”

      Dad hustles into the house and I hear him turn the rotary dial. He begins to explain the situation to the person on the other end of the line but stops mid-sentence.

      Because from the window, he sees it happen.

      My left arm cradling Roscoe against my chest, I place my right hand on the cat’s head, like a benediction. How did I know to do this? Dad just told me to keep my hands away from the wounds.

      Immediately my little body goes rigid, paralyzed from head to toe. Seeing it now the way my father saw it that day is horrifying. How did he not panic?

      My back arches. My neck snaps back, face parallel to the sky. My eyes roll back in my head.

      Dad drops the phone, the coils snapping the receiver across the floor where it bounces off the baseboard. He reaches for the handle on the screen door, and walks into a situation that must have seemed like something out of a drive-in movie horror film.

      He doesn’t blink or turn away. He sees it all.

      My palm rises from Roscoe’s battered head, drawing out angry-looking tendrils of energy into the air. They wriggle like a nest of baby snakes and coalesce into a sphere about the size of a grapefruit. It hovers two inches from Roscoe’s skull. Then, like an arrow from the bow, the black squiggly grapefruit embeds itself in my chest. Just disappears right into me!

      Two things happen at the exact same time. I fall onto my back, spasm for a second, then lie still. The cat, free of its swaddling, drops to the porch floor and initiates Vigorous Head Rubbing Time on my legs.

      Roscoe’s wounds are gone.
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      To say I awaken in The Dark isn’t entirely accurate. Waking up is a process; this transition is instantaneous. I’m on the porch with Roscoe. Blink. I’m in a bed surrounded by the blackest black I’ve ever seen.

      I watch my pre-kindergarten self scientifically test the quality of The Dark, scrunching my eyes shut, then opening them wide. It’s something I used to do in bed at night when I was little and definitely not afraid of the dark. Even on the cloudiest, most starless night, I could distinguish between eyes open dark and eyes shut dark.

      Not in here.

      All the questions you might expect are ping-ponging through my mind.

      Where am I? Am I blind? No: I can see my body and the bed I’m in. How can there be a bed, when there’s no floor?

      A five-year-old in that situation would be well within her rights to dissolve in tears, but I don’t. I feel as if I’ve been wrapped in my favorite blanket, which is dark indigo with small yellow, red, and white squares: warm and soft and safe. My young self focuses on that thought, and miraculously, the afghan, knitted by Aunt Pat, appears around my shoulders.

      I touch the yarn and it’s every bit as real as what’s happening Out There. It’s weird to be in two places at the same time. I can feel Dad holding my head in his lap on the porch, hear the sirens as he sits beside me in the ambulance. I focus on his voice amid the chaos of the emergency room. Eventually, he’s holding my hand in a quiet hospital room, whispering that I don’t need to worry. So I don’t.

      I draw the afghan tighter around me as I sense that something is moving in The Dark. I hear it first, then notice a soft green light pulsing just out of view on my left. The light keeps time with my heart. The sound is familiar: the purr of a contented cat. The same sound I’ve fallen asleep to since I was a toddler.

      Prrrrrr-lub-dub. Prrrrrr-lub-dub. I’m not alarmed; the sound is calming.

      As the glow nears I hear a man’s voice singing. I know that voice, I think. It’s that hunka hunka guy Mama sings along with on the radio: Elvis.

      “Wiiiiise cats say, only mice rush in… Well, hey there, little sister. How y’all doin’?”

      And there, slinking out of the all-encompassing shadows, is Roscoe! The tortie’s face has the same vertical line down his nose, black to the left, caramel to the right. The same white socks on his front paws. The same twitchy tail that would smack me in the face, but never in an ouchie way.

      “Roscoe! How did you get here?”

      “Reckon this is where I’m meant to be,” says the cat without moving his mouth. “Least I can do is keep you company, so’s yer not lonesome tonight.”

      Roscoe leaps up onto the bed and walks up my torso. He rubs his head on my face, first one side, then the other.

      “That tickles,” I say. He cranes his neck up to signal he wants to be rubbed under his chin. I oblige him.

      “That’s just to remind ya that yer my human. As long as yer mine, Ah’ll be here to look after ya. Thenkyew. Thenkyewvermuch.”

      Roscoe circles twice and settles down on the blanket. He begins methodically licking his paws and using them to clean the top of his head.

      “Roscoe? I’m in the hospital, aren’t I?”

      “Uh-huh,” agrees the cat. He yawns as he folds his paws beneath him, a feline meatloaf with chartreuse eyes.

      “I can hear what they’re saying: Daddy, the doctor, the nurses. But I can’t move or talk.”

      “Uh-huh,” repeats Roscoe.

      “But I’m here with you, too. How can I be here and there? And why can’t I see anything but you?”

      “Couldn’t say, Lil’ Acorn. M’only a cat.”

      I know he knows more than he’s saying, so I tell him, “You can tell me. I’m not a baby; I’m almost in kindergarten.”

      The cat keeps his own counsel.
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      Later.
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      Roscoe paws my face in the most loving way he knows how. Which is to say, he keeps his claws retracted as he swats my cheek.

      “Wake up, Li’l Acorn. You got a visitor.”

      In The Dark, it’s still just me and Roscoe. Out There, I hear Mom come into the hospital room.

      “My god, Frank, what happened?”

      “I don’t know. One minute she was on the porch with Roscoe. The next, she was on her back, stiff as a 2x4. Her muscles loosened up by the time the ambulance came, but she hasn’t moved since.”

      “Was it a bee sting? Maybe she’s allergic.”

      Even at five, I knew it wasn’t a bee sting. I had one of those when I was two. I was playing under our crabapple tree, gathering the not-smooshy ones into a bucket so I could add them to the mudpies I was making. Unfortunately, bees like crabapples too, and when I swatted one away from my face, it came back and stung my arm.

      Nothing about the incident on the porch felt like a bee sting.

      “What do the doctors say? Is she unconscious? Is this a coma?” Mom asks.

      “Lots of tests. Lots of questions. This Dr. Thorpe seems like he’s on the ball, though.”

      She sits down beside the bed and feels my forehead with the back of her hand.

      “No fever. Did she hit her head on something?”

      “No,” says Dad. “She was sitting on the porch. I was in the kitchen for a minute.”

      “She didn’t yell out or anything?”

      “No.”

      “Well something must have happened,” says Mom. “You didn’t see anything?”

      “Nothing,” Dad tells her.

      Mom takes my hand and rubs it gently with her thumb. My parents sit silently for a long time, waiting for the doctor’s return.

      “I remember Daddy calling my name,” I tell Roscoe. “After what happened on the porch.”

      “He did,” Roscoe agrees. “He saw it all, but he doesn’t understand what he saw. He knows his job is to protect ya, so he’s angry at himself, and a little sad, that he couldn’t.”

      “But if he saw what happened,” I ask, “why isn’t he telling Mama?”
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      Later still.
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      Emily, a young-sounding nurse, has clipped my toenails and is rubbing lotion into my feet, something that ordinarily would send me into hysterics. Feet, ribs, armpits: all vulnerable spots to tickling. Now, in The Dark, it feels soothing. Or maybe it’s just Emily’s gentle touch.

      Emily is one of three nurses who check up on me. I don’t know the names of the other two. One has a gruff voice, but hums while she works. The other rarely speaks at all. I like Emily best. She talks as if we’re friends. She tells me stories about her two teenage sons, their dog Boomer—so named because he farts so loudly—and about whatever else is on her mind. It doesn’t seem to bother her that I don’t react or respond.

      Emily stops mid-sentence as the door opens and two men enter mid-conversation. Dr. Thorpe is telling the other man about all the steps he’s taken in my treatment. Even talking to a peer, Thorpe comes across as a bit too bossy.

      “Nurse, we’ll need the room,” Thorpe announces.

      “Yes, doctor,” Emily says, then whispers to me. “I’ll be back later to do your hands, sweetheart.”

      Thorpe takes the chart from the end of the bed and hands it to the second man.

      “‘Patient is a five-year-old female. Admitted thirty-eight days ago. Height and weight moderate for her age. No preexisting conditions. Vaccinations up to date. Onset of current symptoms presented suddenly, according to her father. He was unable to identify any direct cause. Blood tests normal. Glucose normal. Electrolytes slightly elevated. No fever. No abnormalities in thyroid, kidneys, liver. EEG, MRI, spinal tap: all negative. Intubation upon admission; later discontinued.’ Discontinued?”

      Thorpe interjects, “Her breathing has been perfectly regular throughout, Dr. Stansfield. Not a hiccup.”

      Stansfield lifts my left eyelid and shines a light into it, then repeats the process for the right eye. “Pupils dilate nicely,” he grunts.

      Next, he fishes a pen out his pocket and rubs it along the sole of my foot. His touch is more brusque than Emily’s, more business-like.

      He repeats his test on the other foot, then says. “How is this possible, Thorpe? She’s reacting to stimulus.”

      “Same results we found,” says Thorpe in his I-told-you-so voice.

      Stansfield is silent for a moment. He comes around to the side of the bed and takes my hand. His breath is like fish sticks and old coffee. He reaches over and pinches me on the underside of my bicep.

      In The Dark, Roscoe stares at me as I flinch. Out There, my arm jerks as well.

      Stansfield puts his hand soothingly on the spot he’s pinched. “Thorpe, what the hell is this?”

      Thorpe gives voice to what they both see but can’t explain.

      “Patient appears comatose but exhibits almost none of the expected symptoms. No indications of nerve or brain injury. No cardio, vascular, or pulmonary effects. No known precipitating cause. You tell me.”

      “Roscoe,” I say, “if the doctors don’t know what’s wrong, what’s gonna happen to me?”

      Roscoe heads off the trepidation, “Those doctors think they’re pretty smart. But they don’t know everythin’, Li’l Acorn. Yer safe here. And you’ll be goin’ home soon.”

      “Promise?” I ask.

      “Don’t you go gettin’ a suspicious mind. I’m watching over ya. You’re gonna be just fine.”

      Stansfield is silent for a long time. At last he stands, returns to the foot of the bed, and replaces the chart
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