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Doctor Rudolfo Puts His Foot Down


1. One Perfect Bite of Cereal

 

Why does everything have to happen right after I pour milk in my cereal?

First thing in the morning, I get up and tidy up the upstairs. Make my bed. I try to get up right before Mom comes home from work—she works as an ER nurse at Memorial Hospital, and she’s usually on the night shift. I’ve learned not to make a mess, but my brother Aiden, he’s nine. 

Then I take a shower. I never skip. Mom sat me down when I was fourteen and explained to me about teenage boy funk. I’m nineteen now, but that kind of conversation never goes away. 

It was a Saturday in early March in Englewood. After the shower, I got my ass downstairs, started some coffee, and put my boots on over my bare feet before I opened the front door. The dry grass in the yard was covered with frost, and so were the tree branches. The paper had bounced away from the front door and into the yard. I grabbed my key lanyard from the stand by the front door and stepped outside.

The tree rustled its branches at me, dropping chunks of frost. I gave it a nod and grabbed the paper. The air was cold enough to make my breath steam, but not cold enough to make my lungs hurt. I shuffled back to the house, unlocked the door, and went back inside. 

Dad was gone from the chair. I went into the kitchen, poured myself a bowl of the good cereal, that is, the kind with mini marshmallows, and peeled the newspaper out of its orange plastic bag like it was a Slim Jim. I flopped it open, ignored the front page, and pulled out the Entertainment section so I could read the comics. 

Then I poured the milk.

I got one perfect bite of cereal. 

The door slammed open, hitting the wall, and Mom cursed softly. I heard Mom stomp her feet on the rug. Then she paused. I didn’t hear the sound of the keys getting tossed onto the stand, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

She was early. She’s never early.

“Mom? You okay?”

In a low voice: “Is Aiden still asleep?” 

I got up from the table, sliding out of my chair so it didn’t scrape on the floor, and ducked out of the kitchen. In the living room, Dad was back in his chair, leaning forward and straining to look out into the entry. He was biting his lips.

Mom hadn’t unzipped her coat. Her keys were still in her hand, her fingers gripped around them to keep them from jingling. She wasn’t carrying her purse.

Outside, I could see steam puffing up from the car’s rear end. The engine was still running. 

Mom held up her hand in a stop gesture as I entered the hallway. “Aiden?”

I stopped. “I haven’t heard him moving around.”

“Good. Keep it that way. Go upstairs and pack my big suitcase. Just throw everything in there. Even if it’s dirty.” Her eyes were fixed on the arched doorway into the living room. She couldn’t see Dad—she can’t see ghosts—but she knew he could hear her.

In an even lower voice, she said, “There’s some kind of sickness going around at the hospital. One of my patients died of respiratory failure last night, just a few hours after he came in. He was coughing. I don’t know if I’m infected.”

My jaw dropped. 

She pressed her lips together, then stepped backward, outside onto the front step. “So I’m staying with Ellen for a while. Remember her?”

It took me a second to answer her. “The white lady? Who runs the front desk a lot?”

“Her.” She reached in and grabbed the front door, pulling it almost shut. “Go, Connor.”

I ran up the stairs as fast as I could without making noise, then went into Mom’s bedroom and started tossing clothes in her big blue roller bag, not bothering to fold anything. I found a half-empty box of blue gloves in the bathroom, grabbed her toothbrush and her vitamins and tossed them in a side pocket, then added a tube of her lotion. 

When I looked up from zipping the zipper, Aiden was standing in the bedroom doorway, wearing rocket ship pajamas. His face was flat, like he was about to start howling. Aiden’s a smart kid, but he hates surprises. Like, really hates surprises. He’s autistic and they have special stuff for him at school, but Mom says she refuses to label him at home: Mom logic.

I nodded at him, put a finger to my lips, then whispered, “Hospital emergency. Details to follow.”

Aiden nodded. I carried the suitcase down the stairs, and set it down just inside the front door. I knocked on it and Mom opened it up a crack. 

Her eyes looked back and forth. “I’ll call when I know something. Tell Aiden I love him.”

“Love you, Mom.”

From behind me, I heard Aiden call, “Mom?”

The door opened a little and Mom stuck her head in. She had her lips pressed together again. 

Aiden was sitting with his bare feet on the bottom carpeted stairs. “Mom.”

Her shoulders pulled in a little. She looked like a teenager busted for sneaking out of the house. “Aiden.” 

He raised one hand and gave her a little wave. “Good luck.”

Her face screwed up, and a pair of tears ran down the sides of her cheeks, big and fast. “Thank you, sweetie.” She closed the door quickly.

From outside, she called, “Clean the entry and the door with bleach, Connor, don’t forget.”

“Will do,” I called back.

Aiden and I both waited, not moving, not making a sound, until the car pulled out of the driveway and purred down the street. Then Aiden started howling on the stairs, throwing himself into the bannister, thrashing around when I tried to give him a hug. I held him long enough to swing him down off the stairs and onto the rug. Then I let him go, watching to make sure he didn’t hurt himself.

Full-on Aiden mode is nothing to screw around with. 

After a couple of minutes, he stopped, rubbed his face in the sleeve of his pajamas, sniffed, and climbed to his feet. We both glanced into the living room. Dad was still in his chair, but he had his hand over his face, his head turned to the side like he was trying to hide that he was crying.

Not good.

I whispered, “Cereal?” 

Aiden nodded. We went into the kitchen, closing the sliding door behind us, and I poured him some cereal. He grabbed the comics page, even though it was my turn to read it. I didn’t complain, not that morning.

My cereal was, of course, mush. And I’d given the last of the good kind to Aiden. All that was left was Raisin Bran. I shoveled down a bowl of it before it could become truly disgusting and wrote cereal on the grocery list.

I blew air between my lips, thinking of what I was going to have to do to keep things running at home, with Mom out. Going shopping for groceries was going to be the least of my problems.

That’s right. Coronavirus had just arrived in the Denver Metro area, and nobody knew shit.
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