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Introduction

	On Thursday, March 12, 2020, my son came home from fourth grade with a Chromebook. A week prior, I had a meeting at work (at the time, I was a writing professor at Fairleigh Dickinson University), and my supervisor instructed each of us to devise a plan in case the coronavirus caused the world to shut down. My colleagues and I all thought it was extreme, a worst-case scenario exercise, not something we would ever have to implement. Then I saw the Chromebook my son ditched against the living room wall upon entering the condo, and the room slowly started to swirl. I had to sit down. I don’t believe in premonitions, but if I did, I’d point to that moment and insist that’s when I knew that the world was about to change. Not just the collective world. My world. My life. Everything.

	 

	The following day, my son had no school. It was a scheduled day off, not pandemic-related. But by Friday night, his Cub Scout meeting was canceled, as was the potluck event my son’s Taekwondo instructor had planned for Pi Day. My spouse also received word that the high school at which she taught math would go remote starting Monday. But it was not just our personal activities and jobs that were shutting down. Disney closed its parks. The NBA put the season on hold. This was serious, not just an exercise in caution.

	 

	At first, my son’s school told the parents that lessons would be remote until the end of spring break—only a few weeks away. March 16th was his first day of remote learning, and it was miserable for all of us—my son, my spouse, and myself. We were living in a tiny condo. The wi-fi connection in the living room was good, but in my son’s room it was weak and unreliable. Since my spouse needed to teach online, she set up an office in the living room. So that my son and I wouldn’t interfere with her classes, she banished us to his small room. It held his loft bed, a narrow bookcase, and a desk. There was not room for much else. Needless to say, just an hour into the school day, we were cranky and screaming at each other.

	 

	That evening, on a complete whim, after we had eaten dinner and I had read with my son, I set up a WordPress website. Days earlier, my son told me that he wanted to collaborate with me on a writing project. He was thinking fiction, but this seemed a perfect opportunity to encourage him to write personal narratives. 

	 

	For me, writing has always been an escape, a way to vent my feelings. I thought my son and I could keep a Pandemic Diary. Each day, we’d write our own separate entries and use the space to complain about everything that pissed us off: boring assignments, having to be quiet while my spouse was teaching, being trapped in a place too small to even pace, the loud landscaping equipment outside, and not being able to go to Taekwondo. When I presented the idea to my son, I emphasized the fact that I intended it to be fun, that I wouldn’t monitor his words or in any way tell him what he could or couldn’t write about. He can be very funny when he is frustrated or furious, and I thought a written record of his thoughts during the pandemic might be fun to look back on in the future. A friend of mine often says that adversity makes for good writing. That the more miserable you are in the moment, the better the story you will have to tell. I just didn’t realize at the time the degree of adversity that we would face or how miserable we’d become. As for myself, I had hoped to produce a record that would make me laugh when the pandemic ended. Instead, I wrote a story saturated with tears.

	 

	The first week is silly, whiny, and fairly repetitious. My son and I bitched about things that, in retrospect, were not even important. But on Day 8, my premonition came true. My father got sick. Very sick. Since I had already been writing the blog for fun, I didn’t stop. Instead, I shifted my focus. My blogging became a way for me to update family and friends on Dad’s condition. And when that quickly became overwhelming and depressing, I added memories of happy times spent with Dad. Since my initial audience was people who knew me—some better than others—my tone was friendly and familiar. When I went back to compile the first sixty days into a manuscript, I decided to keep the same tone. To change it would have altered more than just my narrative voice. And by the end, I suspect you, too, will know me very well. I kept no secrets and made no effort to hide my pain and vulnerability. As for my son, once his beloved grandfather got sick, he refused to write. Getting him to do anything became a challenge. Since he only wrote a few entries, I opted not to include them here.

	 

	Throughout my daily reflections, you will see me not only as a daughter but as a mother, a teacher, and an individual. Grief is complex, and it permeated every aspect of my family’s life. What follows is a deeply personal account, but many of my experiences are not unique to me. COVID affected everyone. The pandemic altered all of our lives. And death is ubiquitous. I may have been writing about my father and my life in New York City when it was the epicenter of the virus, but my words speak to issues and experiences far greater than myself. 



	
Day 1 

	March 16, 2020

	I hate technology. It is beyond me. I have a computer, and I can use it for basic functions like Word and accessing the internet. But the less I have to use it, the happier I am. Therefore, this whole switch to online teaching and learning has me functioning on the verge of a panic attack. Don’t get me wrong. I support all the government shutdowns. But if I am going to live in isolation, my preference would be a remote village in the middle of nowhere. Nepal, perhaps. Somewhere deep in the Himalayan Mountains. I would be happiest without modern technology. Yes, I would even venture deeper into the void—no running water, no electricity. Give me pens and paper, a stack of novels, and I would be content. But trying to navigate my way through apps and links and videos—it has only been a day, and I have a headache.

	 

	This morning was nothing short of chaotic. Ten minutes after breakfast, my son, my spouse, and I were all yelling at each other. I blame technology. Give me workbooks and textbooks and I could happily teach my son at home indefinitely. Perhaps here would be a good place to point out that I am a teacher certified in English, social studies, and elementary education. My spouse is a certified math teacher. Give us the books, and we are good to go. But my son’s school does not use books, not like I used to when I was a kid, so the work is being posted on Google Classroom. Of course, my son forgot his log-in information, and so we started the morning unable to access his math work. He complained about writing. He complained about reading. He complained about everything. And having to sort through the material online set off my very short fuse.

	 

	While he proceeded to have a breakdown, I had to send emails to my own classes. I currently work as an adjunct professor teaching college writing. I am glad it is writing and not something completely dependent on lectures and discussions. At least I can easily comment on drafts from afar so that students can revise their work. But my boss emailed me: she wants updated plans indicating how I will implement technology to make learning effective. Understandably so. But to do a fabulous job, I would need technological skills, and trying to teach myself new skills while dealing with a temperamental ten-year-old was not happening.

	 

	After sending out emails to my students, a few papers trickled in. I tried to comment on them. I didn’t get far. I succeeded in reading only three of them before I had to tend to a meltdown. Part of the problem with my son is he views the work he has to complete as “busy work.” Some of it is. But what are teachers to do? I get it. They, like me, are also wrestling with this new situation. However, some of the work could be interesting, dare I say even fun. If only he’d give it a chance. The science experiment was hands-on and better than a boring worksheet. But he still grumbled about it.

	 

	Throughout the day, I accomplished very little. For someone goal oriented, this was incredibly maddening. I was especially disappointed that I had no time to write. Usually, on days when I don’t teach, I try to get at least two hours of writing done. Not today. I suspect that through the duration of this pandemic, my novel, the one I recently started to write, will ground to a halt. I am hoping that once my spouse, son, and I settle into a routine, I will be able to find at least a half hour a day to exercise my creative thoughts. Maybe it is too much to hope for. Maybe I should focus my energy on staying healthy and keeping my family safe.

	 

	



	
Day 2

	March 17, 2020

	My parents are home. They touched down yesterday morning. In late February, they headed down south—the far south, Patagonia, to be exact—for a Viking cruise along the tip of South America. Ever since my dad retired, almost ten years ago, they have become world travelers. Every year, they take at least one cruise, sometimes two. This year, they were excited to explore Argentina and Chile, but within a week of them being gone, I started to panic. With the Princess Cruise ship hanging out off the coast of California and people unable to disembark, my anxiety spiked. My parents are not young. They both fall into the vulnerable category. Of all the possible souvenirs they could bring back, I did not want a deadly disease to be one of them. 

	 

	Toward the end of last week, as the number of coronavirus cases increased world-wide, I started following the news out of Argentina. It did nothing to ease my concerns. While the numbers in Buenos Aires are fewer than those in New York, they are growing. Plus, Argentina, like many countries in Europe, and even the United States, were closing their borders. I sent my dad a message, asking when he was coming home. Sure, he had emailed me that information before he left, but when one is panicking, it’s easier to ask a question than it is to search out an answer. It is a good thing I asked because the original information was no longer accurate. The Argentinian government was kicking foreigners out and sending them home. My parents had to cut their trip short, missing out on an extra day in the capital and a day trip to Iguazu Falls. 

	 

	But the good news was, they were not sick. Yet. They still had to take a long flight home. And the pictures posted on social media regarding the crowds in the airports—due to Trump’s bungling of the situation—were frightening. In trying to stop the spread of a deadly virus, crowds are to be avoided. Apparently, that simple fact did not compute for the president. I was up half the night of their flight worried about them, hoping they could run the gauntlet of germs and return safely. As it turned out, they landed shortly after dawn, and the airport was empty. But now the waiting game begins. If they did get infected on the plane, we might not know for a couple of weeks.

	 

	Today has not been much better than yesterday. The days still start exactly like my days used to start. I wake up and exercise. My gym is in my garage so I can still lift weights and walk. However, after my work-out, I skip the part of my routine where I would get my son’s lunch ready for school. Instead, I jump right in the shower. What follows is one of my favorite parts of the day. My son cuddles up on my lap and reads to me. We started reading in the morning seven years ago when I began teaching him how to read, and I have not wanted to give it up. It may have begun as a way for me to monitor his reading, to see how he was growing as a reader, but now it is simply a way for us to share a good book. Recently, he has wanted to tackle some classics. So, he read me Tom Sawyer and Call of the Wild. This morning it was Hound of the Baskervilles. He loves mysteries so much, I thought it only right that I introduce him to Sherlock Holmes. At roughly six pages a day, it takes a while to read the more grown-up books, but he seems to be enjoying it, and that is all that matters.

	 

	Breakfast follows reading. This morning, it was corn bread, and since my parents are back home, they resumed their morning FaceTime call with my son. But the calm did not last long. As soon as my son finished eating, he had to do schoolwork. Chaos ripped through the room. Another round of screaming and crying because he didn’t want to do anything “stupid and boring.” Luckily, he did settle down more quickly than yesterday.

	 

	What really bums me out is that we can no longer go to Taekwondo. It was my one release from the stress of otherwise having my life turned upside down. But last night, by order of Governor Murphy, all gyms in New Jersey—including Taekwondo studios—had to shut their doors. Our instructor is making videos and trying to figure out how to run classes remotely, but unfortunately, that will not work for us. Our condo is tiny, and we have no room to spread out and practice anything. We would go to kick a pad and end up breaking our toe on the banister.

	 

	



	
Day 3

	March 18, 2020

	When you live with a math teacher, what might seem like a simple question becomes an entire lesson. Last night, while we were watching CNN, my son asked what it means when something increases exponentially. My spouse immediately fell into teacher mode. She asked our son, “Would you rather have $1,000 on the first day of a month, or would you rather I give you a dollar on the first day and then double it each day after that?” Well, as expected, he chose the first option because it sounded better. But as soon as he gave his answer, my spouse whipped out a white board and a dry-erase marker and told him to start calculating. As the numbers grew, his eyes opened wider. On day one, he would get $1. Day two, $2. Day three, $4. But by the time he hit day 11, he would get $1,024. The numbers only continued to grow at a surprising rate. Day fourteen, $8,192. Day twenty-one, $1,048,576. And finally, day thirty would yield $536,870,912. When you add it all up—the money gotten on each day over the course of the month—what had started as a single dollar now amounted to more than a billion dollars. Suddenly, what initially seemed the smarter choice was not nearly as appealing as the alternative. But money is one thing. The question arose because of the virus, and when you look at the numbers—people infected and people dying—multiplying on the television screen, one is not so much awed as frightened. This, we explained to our son, is why we can’t go out. Why all our fun activities have been canceled. Why he is learning at home instead of at school. Because we don’t want those numbers going up. We don’t want his grandparents to get sick. 

	 

	Even though my son is ten, we still read together before bed. Until he grumbles that he has outgrown it, I will continue the tradition. We had been reading the Narnia books. But after completing The Horse and His Boy, my son decided to take a break from Narnia to read some of the fairy tales written by Hans Christian Andersen. Several years ago, his grandparents traveled to Denmark on vacation and bought him a collection of Andersen’s stories. Last night, he asked me to read “The Emperor’s New Clothes,” a fitting story for our current political environment. The connection was not lost on my son. He made several references to Trump and how he could see Trump marching down the street naked, believing that his clothes were invisible. Perhaps a public shaming is what our president needs, but I am not sure it would be effective. He would still find a way to bully the spectators and twist the truth to fit his lie.

	 

	Perhaps we are watching too much CNN. Perhaps we are talking too much about the spiking death toll so my son is more aware of the fatalities than he needs to be. Today, for school, he had to log into a “morning meeting.” His teacher instructed the students to “Write about a place in the world you would like to visit someday.” His response was unlike any of his classmates’ responses: “I would probably take turns visiting my grandparents. I would do this because with COVID-19, they may not have so long, so I would want to spend as much time as possible with them.” 

	 

	



	
Day 4

	March 19, 2020

	I am living in a dystopian novel. And dystopian novels never end well. Perhaps that explains my sudden apathy—about everything. Of course, each novel is different, so it is impossible to completely predict what life will be like on the other side of this pandemic. But it will not be the same. Life as we knew it is over.

	 

	Specifically, things are rapidly changing in education. This need for technology will undoubtedly have far reaching consequences in the classroom. What is new and confusing now, will become the norm. But I wonder, when this is over, will Americans remember how teachers scrambled to learn technology in order to keep their classes running? Will they remember how hard some teachers worked to get lessons to students so they could continue to learn? Or will they only remember that teachers abandoned their posts as daycare workers? That they were no longer free and dependable babysitters? I will be surprised if teachers come out of this better than they went in. Already, teachers are poorly paid in many areas. They struggle to pay rent, put food on the table, and provide their own kids with many of the activities other parents can easily provide for their children. Teachers are babysitters; education is just a byproduct of what they do. And anyone can babysit. As the pandemic worsens, government officials are reinforcing this idea. Schools cannot close because kids will have nowhere to go. Parents with important jobs will not be able to show up to work. Or so it sounds when I listen to Governor Cuomo speak.

	 

	Maybe I should stop reading dystopian novels and the news, at least for the moment. It is all too depressing, and it does nothing to improve my mood. Maybe I should limit my reading to rainbows and unicorns.

	 

	My son, I believe, is also depressed. And I think it is not just being stuck at home that has him down. He had three big Taekwondo tournaments coming up in the next three weekends. Of course, they have all been canceled. Two of those tournaments would have required a road trip—one to Pittsburgh and the other to Hollis, New Hampshire. And we all love road trips, getting out of this condo, this town. Going somewhere new, exploring different areas of the country. To compound his disappointment, the trip to New Hampshire was supposed to be followed by a family reunion, dinner with relatives I did not even know existed until six months ago. 

	 

	He worked hard all year, practiced to fine-tune his forms and improve his sparring. He had aspirations of qualifying for districts this spring. And after his last tournament—after placing in forms, weapons, and sparring—he was on the point boards in New Jersey, so it’s not like it was a far-fetched dream. It was realistically within his grasp. But now, all that effort and excitement has been rewarded with his Taekwondo studio shutting down. He lost the thing he looks forward to most, the activity that makes him happy and provides him with a sense of self-confidence, a boost to his self-esteem. No wonder he is struggling to get up and push through the day. All that remains of his former life is the schoolwork he never liked, the videos and worksheets that bore him. 

	 

	Remote learning is not working for either me or my son. I want to pull him out of school and homeschool him. My own plans. My own lessons. No technology. That way I am not wasting time chasing things on the computer. I am not tracking his teacher’s comments and following what she’s doing. Seriously, I am a writing professor and a certified elementary school teacher. Do you have any idea how frustrating it is for me to watch my son watch videos about something I could teach him? Me working one-on-one with him would be more effective. I understand that teachers are strapped and that they are doing the best they can. And for many kids, that is fantastic. But those kids do not live with a teacher.

	



	
Day 5

	March 20, 2020

	Back in my former life, the one I was living before I got stuck in this altered reality, we would have been leaving for Pittsburgh today. The plan was to pick up my son from school early, after I had completed teaching my classes, and get on the road by three. With luck, and not much traffic, we would have been there in time to grab a late dinner.

	 

	My son has worked hard training these last few months, and we were optimistic that he would do well. But last week, we got the devastating news. The tournament was canceled. We were not surprised. The virus threat rapidly evolved. We went from being distantly concerned about it to suddenly being thrust into a whirlwind of closures and shutdowns, bans on large crowds, and the suspension of all sorts of sporting events. Today, the disappointment is weighing on me like a boulder. It was not just the excitement of watching my son compete that I was looking forward to, it was also the prospect of getting out of New Jersey.

	 

	I wish I could still escape. Being stuck at home is torture. Trying to juggle all aspects of my life is impossible. Today, my boss kindly told me I was not putting in enough time or working hard enough, but my son is already grumbling that we do not care about him. That we have discarded him in favor of our own students. So I need to choose, and at the moment, I choose my son. I commented on one student paper, set up a discussion board for each of my classes, and then shut down the computer. I had no idea it had gotten so warm outside. Seventy-four degrees. Spring. Spring during a pandemic. Why couldn’t this happen in the winter when it was cold? Anyway, we can’t mingle with people or socialize, but we can still leave home, so we jumped on our bikes and headed out for a ride.

	 

	It is not until after dinner, when my son and spouse are asleep, that I have a moment of quiet in which to indulge in a glass of wine. If I close my eyes, I can almost pretend that life is normal. Tomorrow is Saturday. No stress. No work. But no Taekwondo—our usual Saturday morning classes—either. However, we will have a family day. Maybe. If the roads do not get shut down and we can escape into the mountains. I have no idea what will greet us at the other end of this pandemic. Life will not be the same. I may or may not have a job. I may or may not be able to move. I may or may not get a break with my writing. But I’ll have my family—hopefully—and I’ll have my wine. I’ll take it!

	



	
Day 6

	March 21, 2020

	We had to get out. A hike—after a week of being trapped in this jail cell of a condo—a retreat into the woods seemed more than a necessity. If I did not go on a long hike, if I did not feel the fresh air on my skin, I would have died. I needed hope. And getting out seemed the only way to find it. However, the moment we left, it was apparent things were not normal. Usually, when we take a road trip, we wake up early and grab breakfast on the road. On hiking days, we aim to get egg sandwiches. They taste good and they fill us up, ensuring that we make it to lunch without grumbling stomachs. I also get a medium coffee for the road. This morning, we packed dry Cheerios and I made a pot of espresso to pour into a travel mug. We were not taking any chances. The roads were practically deserted. My son asked if he could bring his CDs, and after listening to the news, hearing the latest number of people who have contracted the virus, and more depressing, the rise in deaths, my son handed me an Aerosmith CD. 

	 

	As the music played, I tried to forget the outside world. I closed my eyes, and the lyrics of the songs carried me back to high school. My best friend, Libby, used to love going to the dances at Molloy High School. It was a Catholic all-boys school at the time, and they would host dances and invite girls from neighboring schools. I went because it was the thing to do. Because Libby went, and I wanted to feel as if I actually fit in somewhere. When “Angel” began to play in the car, I started to sing along, and a blurred image of the dance floor formed in my memory. “Angel” was at the top of the charts all those years ago, so it played all the time. At all the dances. At fourteen—and now I am totally dating myself—I had no idea that it was Aerosmith who sang the song. But it was not only music I was ignorant of back then. I knew, deep down, that something was wrong with me. That I was not normal. That the things that made other girls gossip and laugh held no interest for me. But I went to a Catholic school, and I had strict conservative parents. The term “lesbian” was a bad word, a term reserved for women one did not like. If anyone had told me I was a lesbian, I would have been hurt and insulted. It was something I did not want to be. So, I tried to play the game. Obviously, not very well. I felt uncomfortable about the idea of dating boys, but that was the expectation, so that was what I did. I went to dances and pretended I was like everyone else, and I endured the misery of it so that no one would call me out. No one would make me feel more alone than I already was. If someone had told me back in high school that I would end up married to a woman, I just might have hit them. And yet, here I am.

	 

	We went to Monument Mountain Reservation in Great Barrington. Yes, we drove three hours for a day trip. That is how desperate I was—we were. On the trail, my son vacillated between complaining about having to walk—yes, even on a day that we were out and about, away from all things he kvetched about all week, he still complained—and having fun going off to explore and climb all the rocks strewn through the park. He wore the duster jacket my spouse made him two years ago for Halloween when he dressed as Mad-Eye Moody, and he brought the heavy walking stick that went with the costume. On his head, he wore his aviator hat, which, in an odd sort of way, went with the jacket. His attire drew looks from others on the trail, and two people complimented his jacket. Jammed into his belt was the cap gun he got for Christmas. At times, he would stop, climb up onto a big boulder, sit down, and fire. The smell of caps permeated the air.

	 

	It was not until we reached the end of the trail that I noticed the COVID-19 warning that was posted, telling people that trails might be crowded and we should keep our distance from each other. The trail wasn’t too crowded, and for the most part, people stayed far away from each other, but the trails can’t possibly stay open. It would be irresponsible. Today, it was only forty degrees. When the weather warms, people will swarm the state and local parks. They will become like the beaches down in Florida during spring break. The only way to keep people away is to shut them down, the way the government has shut down bars, and restaurants, and movie theaters.  

	 

	Along with Governor Cuomo shutting down New York, our governor, Murphy, is shutting down New Jersey. As of eight o’clock tonight, we will be virtual prisoners in our homes. Only stores carrying essential goods will be allowed to open. Grocery stores are a given. As are pharmacies. But my spouse’s question of the day was, “Are liquor stores considered essential?” It turns out they are. We will be able to keep a constant supply of wine to get us through this shelter-in-place, which could go on for months—until mid-summer. So much for our Disney and Great Lakes vacations. I suppose there is always next year.

	 

	“Can we watch Contagion,” my son asked when we got home.

	 

	“Absolutely not,” I answered, unwilling to even entertain the idea. Two weeks ago, we made the poor parenting decision to watch Outbreak. Big mistake. All through the movie, my son kept asking if it was fiction. He needed constant reassurance that it was not a true story. He then woke us up in the middle of the night, petrified. 

	 

	“Sure,” my spouse responded before I had even gotten my words out. “It’s only a movie, how bad can it be?” The answer—Bad. Very bad. Ten minutes into the movie, I could not tell if I was watching a movie or CNN. The lines between fact and fiction are blurring. The movie came out in 2011, but the parallels between it and what we are experiencing now are uncanny. Dr. Sanjay Gupta even made an appearance in the movie, and he has been on the news every day for at least two weeks. 

	 

	As I write this, it’s hard to believe there was a time in my life when I thought writing was painful. I could not fathom why anyone would want to do it. Writing only 100 words was a punishment. (Why do teachers assign essays when kids get in trouble? It is like they want us to associate writing with suffering.) But now, keeping these posts short seems impossible. If someone told me back when I was in elementary school that I would want to be a writer, that I would find pleasure in putting words down on the page, I definitely would have hit them. And yet, here I am.

	
Day 7

	March 22, 2020

	This morning, we watched Governor Cuomo on the news and we were impressed with him. Compared to Trump, I suppose anyone with a brain and a bit of compassion would appear like a rock star. “He looks and acts presidential,” I commented to my spouse. She nodded in agreement. He arrived at the press conference armed with facts and statistics. He spoke about where New York is in regard to fighting the virus and how bad it will get if he does not get the medical supplies he needs. He was calm in reassuring New Yorkers that panicking is not the solution. He was stern in reprimanding people in New York City for flooding to parks yesterday and not heeding the warnings and the call to practice social distancing. He also did not hold back in criticizing the president, predominantly his failure to do more to ensure that the states have what they need in order to save lives. My parents are in the vulnerable age group, and if I am going to have to worry about my parents at a time like this, I’m glad they live in a state with a responsible governor. A man who is fighting to save the residents of his state. A leader who wants to ensure that people do not die unnecessarily.

	 

	After breakfast, we braved a trip to ShopRite. For a Sunday afternoon, we could not believe how empty the parking lot was. The store was relatively calm as well. But some of the bread shelves were bare. There were no paper towels or toilet paper. (Although, later, I got a text from a friend saying she was able to buy them there. That they were in the back. I wonder if the store is intentionally hiding them to prevent a stampede.) And the ramen and rice aisle was completely empty. As we were checking out, one of the kids who works there told us that earlier a lady tried to buy several boxes of tissues. When he kindly told her that she could only buy one box, she flew into a rage and threw the box at him. It’s not his fault that hoarders like her required the store to implement strict quotas on what you can buy.

	 

	 

	



	
Day 8

	March 23, 2020

	As you know, my parents were abroad on a cruise down in Patagonia until last week. Since they returned, I have been worried about them. My mom has been sick, but she and my dad keep telling me it is just a cold. In the midst of a pandemic, I cannot take anything for granted. I am full of anxiety. Last night, I messaged my dad asking how they were doing. His response unsettled me. Though I have been worried, I was taken aback when he responded that he was not doing well. He had lost his appetite and was unable to eat dinner because he was nauseous. My dad never loses his appetite. He is one of those people who gets extremely cranky if he does not eat regularly. I picked up the phone and called. “You need to get tested, to see if you have COVID,” I told him.

	 

	“I’m not up for driving,” his voice sounded heavy, drained.

	 

	“I’ll drive into Queens and take you,” I offered, since Mom does not drive.

	 

	“No, stay with your family,” he insisted. “It’s just a little nausea. It’ll pass,” he promised, but I was not so optimistic.

	 

	I did not sleep much. I kept waking up, fearing the worst. When my alarm finally went off this morning, I reached for my phone and messaged my dad. “How are you feeling?” I asked, then went out for my walk. When I returned, I checked to see if he had responded. He had not. After that, I checked my phone every ten minutes. He is always up early, so when a response didn’t come in by seven, my anxiety mounted. Finally, he responded at seven fifty-three, “Ok, if you want to take me to get tested, I’ll go.” Of course I wanted to take him. I googled where to go. On the news, Governor Cuomo talks about the drive-up testing centers. I figured it could not be that hard to get my dad there. I found the number to call almost immediately. But New York is overly taxed with so many new cases every day, it was no surprise that I was put on hold. Earlier I had read that it is believed that New York has five percent of the cases world-wide. That is huge for just one state. 

	 

	When a woman finally came on the line after about forty minutes, she gave me a brief interview. I answered the questions honestly, but she told me that my parents—if I was going to take my dad to get tested, I wanted to take my mom as well; they were on the same trip, they live together—were not a top priority. New York was overrun with people wanting to be tested so they had to be selective. I pleaded their case. They are old. They just got back from being overseas. But since they had not been in contact with anyone who definitely tested positive, they did not qualify to be tested. Furious but polite, I thanked the woman. It was only after I hung up that I remembered reading on Facebook that a priest from their neighborhood tested positive. They used to attend Mass every week, but it has been years since they were that diligent. Still, the information could be used to sway the test center. I called my dad and told him to call. He could talk more informatively about his symptoms. And I told him, when they asked if he was in contact with anyone, he should mention the church. He did. After sitting on hold for an eternity, he called me back. He managed to secure an appointment for himself and my mother. But the appointment could take up to three or four days to process. So, now we wait some more and hope that he does not get worse in the interim. In the meantime, my bag is packed. I am ready to go whenever they call.

	 

	It is a rainy, cold, and icky day. The poor weather makes it easier to be stuck in the house. But it is still a challenge. My son slept in. There seemed no reason to wake him up early, especially since I had been trying to sort things out for my parents. As always, he started his day reading with me. We are nearing the end of Hound of the Baskervilles. He is really enjoying the story thus far. But mostly it is the quirky main character, Sherlock Holmes, whom he likes. 

	 

	For breakfast, I made French toast. While my son ate, we chatted with my parents on FaceTime. Dad did not look well, but he still tried to smile and sound cheerful for his only grandson.

	 

	Schoolwork followed breakfast. My son sulked about it, but so far, he has yet to have a melt-down. That does not mean he has been completely agreeable. He grumbled about the reading homework. He had to complete a passage online and then answer multiple-choice questions. I agree with him that reading passages that test comprehension are boring. But I will not admit it to him. You may find this hard to believe, but there was a time I used to hate reading. In fact, back in my freshman year of high school, I nearly failed English. Failing in my school was seventy-four, and one marking period, I came home with a seventy-five. Needless to say, my parents were livid. To me, working hard to comprehend a novel seemed a pointless endeavor. The worst were the test prep passages—dry stories that were so disconnected from anything relevant to my life—and the stupid multiple-choice questions that followed. Questions that simply took too much effort to answer. I still cannot take those tests. Or rather, I can take them. Just don’t expect me to pass them. 

	 

	Things started to change in my sophomore year when I had Mr. Madri as a teacher. He changed my entire outlook. I am not exactly sure how he did it. The fact that I felt like an outcast, like I didn’t quite belong, may have contributed to my sudden interest in books. How else could I escape my surroundings without actually leaving? Where else would I find sanctuary, a place where I could have friends and feel a sense of purpose? Books became my friends when I got tired of being alone, tired of getting picked on, tired of being made fun of. Sometimes, I wonder how different my teen years would have been if there were queer books back then, if someone had handed me one. If I had seen myself in the pages of a novel, would I have learned to understand and accept myself sooner? My guess is that I would have. But alas, there were no lesbian books on the shelves of the Catholic school, so I read Flowers in the Attic instead.

	 

	In Madri’s class, I did so well that when it came time to select courses for the following year, he refused to sign off on my English class until I selected honors. My parents were incredulous. They did not want me to take honors. They feared it would be too much. That it might overwhelm me. But eventually they relented. I then went on to major in English Literature at New York University. 

	 

	But I still get it. I still understand why my son is rebelling against the assignment. I sent a message to his principal asking to do a modified homeschool curriculum without having to officially unenroll him from school. My son might still complain, but reading a novel and responding to high-level questions would definitely be less painful—for both of us.

	 

	We were sitting down to dinner when Dad messaged me, “I have a fever, 104.” 

	 

	Immediately, I called him. “You need to take Tylenol,” I advised.

	 

	“It doesn’t work. It never works,” he grumbled. “Besides, we don’t have any.”

	 

	I agree. Tylenol does absolutely nothing for pain. I do not care what the doctors say. But it does reduce a fever. However, with my dad’s aversion to it, I was not surprised they didn’t have it in the house. “Mom should call Debby,” I suggested. “See if she has any.” Debby was a neighbor and my mother’s friend. 

	 

	It turned out, she also didn’t have Tylenol either. So I did the only thing I could do. Without finishing dinner—I was too panicked to eat more—I ran out to the pharmacy. Tylenol, apparently, disappeared along with all the toilet paper. All they had was a small travel-size container. I bought that, along with some generic pills. 

