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Henry’s father told him the Health Department was coming to shoot grandpa.

That’s why grandpa was locked in his room. For his safety, his father said.

His father had a hard time getting grandpa in the room. They wrestled and fought. Grandpa was a good fighter even for as old as he was. He punched Henry’s father in the face pretty good and gave him a black eye.

Henry’s mother was crying, begging for it all to stop but grandpa kept punching his father like a madman. Finally, his mother knocked grandpa in the head with a meat tenderizer mallet and they dragged grandpa in his room.

At least until he gets better, his father said.

Once word gets out there’s a sickie or sickies in the area men in black suits come and blow the sickie’s or sickies brains out before they contaminate the whole area.

At first there are no signs. You don’t know you’re sick. Which makes you a carrier. From the way, Henry understood it, being a carrier was very bad and would get you shot on the spot.

This is how it would start.

Around a month or two later after the virus sets in, tiny red blisters show up on your hands making you itch like crazy. It’s just like poison oak, only hundred times worse. The more you scratch the more it spreads. And it lasts for months. There is no calamine lotion to help it like that those times he got poison ivy from getting his ball out of what he thought were weeds and all mothers had to do was spread some lotion on it and it would go away.

Next comes the big fever. Once the fever hits you know the virus is getting close to the brain which makes you crazy.

Mother was the doctor in the family. She knew everything about all that health stuff and knew what to do. This was why she took their temperatures three times a day to make sure everything was ok.

It was grandpa they seemed worried about the most. His father was so afraid he was going to come through that door.

Henry understood that though. He didn’t want the health department shooting grandpa.

Henry felt there was a much better way but there was no stopping them. They were going to do what they wanted to do.

They called themselves medical examiners but to Henry, they were killers. They were lying, just like his father said. This whole thing was a lie.

The whole virus thing.

Henry overheard his parents talking about how they think it was some sort of government experiment that got out of control and that nobody would ever know the full truth. 

Henry pulled the curtain back and peeked out the window.  His father told him to be careful not to be seen. 

Everything was empty. Blank.

A tootsie roll wrapper blew across the deserted street with the gracefulness of a leaf floating on a log.

Neighbors used to walk their dogs on the sidewalk in the afternoon here and sometimes later in the evening. 

The street was cracked and covered with more craters than the moon. 

Big John lived in the blue house across the street would be out cutting his grass on a day like today. Now, his lawn is covered with knee high weeds. In fact, he was the only one on the block with a nicely manicured lawn but that was mostly because he’d retired from the railroad and working on the lawn kept him busy.

That was back when things were somewhat normal. Before the fourth virus.

This one was the worst of it all. The same as the other virus they called COVID but with more bite.

Henry’s grandfather banged on the door. He’d been banging on it for a week now. His parents warned him not to let him out no matter how hard he banged, pleaded and yelled and screamed.

“I just wanna sit in my rocking chair,” Grandpa said. He would say it four more times.

Henry wished things were back to the way they were. Like that time, he and his dad played catch in the front yard and had talks about life. Though he felt sometimes his father got too carried away with those talks but he still liked them.

Mom would be working in the garden with her small arrangement of tulips, carnations and roses.

It was hard to believe that was the same rose bush that came from his uncle she planted when he was seven.

Now, he was thirteen. He remembered her humming to some song he never recognized as she trimmed the bush as if all was right with the world.

A few months ago, it was.

It was almost two o’clock in the afternoon. Usually, around this time, their neighbor, Chris would be out walking his dog. But he hadn’t done that for months. Then Henry’s dog, Scout, their white Bichon would run to the window acting like a weredog out of control barking at the other dog through the window. He barked at everybody walking down the street as if it were his. When Chris and his dog passed out of view of the window, Scout would run to the one upstairs, hop on the chair and commence the royal chewing out.

These days he just lay low on the couch and didn’t move around much. He would only get up when his mother put food out for him or when they would hear an occasional gun shot.

Dogs can always sense when something bad is going to happen.

You didn’t hear the shootings at first, when the virus started. Three weeks later they would hear one. Couple weeks later they would hear another. Slowly it increased to at least one a day. Now it was two or three. All within their little neighborhood.

Some sounded a little further away.

Every time a shot rang out, Scout would howl as if he knew somebody had shot themselves in the head.

Medical people said there was medicine for it. To hep prevent people from getting sick but it seemed to make everybody sick to their stomach and caused severe cramping that some women said was ten times worse than child birth.

Didn’t make sense to, Henry. Taking something to prevent you from getting sick to get you sicker.

The medical people on TV really pushed the importance of getting the vaccine and when it first came out the lines would be all the way down the street and around the corner because there were only certain medical facilities that were able to administer it.

His father called it a gimmick. He said it was just the medical industries way of making even more money on drugs.

Henry supposed he was right. The medical people were pushing the vaccine pretty hard and if it hadn’t been for several people getting so sick over it, nobody would have a problem taking it.

The father swore they would never take the vaccine. Never. Which is why he hadn’t worked in months. 

The grandfather was back to banging on the door again. So hard, Henry could see the door moving. There was no way he could get out because his father had secured the door with a 4 X 4. No way was he getting out. But grandfather sure wanted out bad.

Curse words came out of his mouth. Calling his mother and father every name in the book.

Mother felt sad for him. She wanted to let him out and was certain he wasn’t going to hurt anybody, but father said there was no way, Jose. Absolutely not. Henry knew his father meant business because his father’s voice so loud and deep, the way it always was when he wanted to get his point across.

Mother backed down quickly and went back to cooking dinner. Henry could tell she was having a hard time with it because it was her father. Every once in a while she snuck him food under the door which made father mad; said it would keep him strong and that was the last thing they needed right now.

This evening’s dinner was fried chicken and mashed potatoes. The first time they had meat in four months since this whole thing started.

“What would happen if we did let grandpa out, Dad?” Henry asked. He knew the question was going to tick him off but he wanted to know.

“It’s hard telling, son. He’s all sorts of crazy right now. You saw how hard of a time he gave us trying to get him in his room. Virus done gotten in his head.” He opened the cabinet and took out the gun.

“What are you doing with that?” Henry asked.

“Just never know. I have to protect you and mother.”

The living room table was empty. Henry recalled the times they used to sit at the dinner table together.

Dad sat at the end because he was the boss and that was just the way it was. Once Henry tried sitting at dad’s seat but his father made him get up. He said children never sit at the end of table. They are to always sit on the side.

Mother sat at the other end because she was the queen.

Grandfather sat at the side and Henry sat across from him. They laughed and made jokes and grandpa always farted at the table earning himself one of those mother looks she always gave him whenever he was up to mischief.

His father was right though. With grandpa’s mind it was hard to tell what he would do. Dad said his mind wasn’t right and in a very bad place.  He’s so crazy he would probably kill us.

Henry had a hard time believing that because grandfather wouldn’t hurt a flea. Except for the way he was punching his father. 

That must’ve been why grandpa sat at in his chair staring at the TV when it wasn’t turned on. Henry would ask him what he was watching and grandpa placed his finger over his lips and shooshed him telling him he was watching his show.

Henry always wondered what his grandpa was actually watching in his mind. Every once
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