The Little Doctor by Grace Charlesworth 
The silence was loud as Theo tapped his little feet against the tiles. A low, constant hum from the ceiling fan mixed with the distant noises of a nearby television. Wondering how his mother would be, Theo questioned if they’d still be able to play all their games. The sharp, clean smell of bleach filled the air. Unable to understand exactly how he felt, Theo only knew that it wasn't good.  Behind the door, he could hear the conversation, but they were saying words he couldn't understand like “symptom” and “antibiotics.” As his gaze drifted to the door, it slowly opened. Mother looked worried. Uncertainty was thick fog creeping into Theo's mind, leaving him lost in a maze of unanswered questions.
“Is everything okay, Mama?” he asked, his voice shaking.
A long, heavy sigh escaped her as she felt a lump in her throat and firmly cast her eyes downwards.
“Just fine, sweetie,” she managed to choke out. Suddenly, her eyes widened and her back snapped upright.
“How about a new game, a fun new game?”
Looking up at her with curiosity, Theo watched as Mother placed the cold, plastic stethoscope into his small hands and curled his fingers around it.
“Your turn, Doc,” she said with a warm smile, squeezing Theo’s tiny hand as she led him out of the clinic.
Over the next few days, Theo remained committed to his role as a doctor in his mother’s life. Who else would make sure she got better? He really did believe he could make everything better. Theo bounced around like a puppy chasing his own tail. Silly rules were even created, like: No crying during examinations, medicine tastes like strawberry ice cream, patients stay in bed, and doctor’s always right. Checkups were no joke to Theo, and his clinic had a zero-tolerance policy. Step one of his checkups was always checking Mother’s heart rate; if anything was off, he’d make sure to note it down. She couldn't have asked for a better doctor.
“Doctor’s here!” Theo exclaimed happily.
“Oh no, what seems to be the problem now?” she asked.
Pressing his plastic stethoscope against her chest, Theo listened carefully to the thump of her heart. It felt safe; it felt like everything was going to be okay.
“Your heart sounds happy today, Mama.”
A warm smile bloomed across her face at Theo’s enthusiasm. She knew he was going to make a great doctor—but how long could she keep this charade up?
Three months later, Theo’s attempts to fix his mother were failing, though he didn’t seem to know why. Mother watched his hope flicker like a candle burning in the rain. Her growing ability to dodge his questions had become noticeable. By now, these check-ups were starting to feel pointless. Very pointless.
“You’ve been sick for ages, can we play a new game?” Theo exclaimed, his little hands balled up into fists.
“I’m getting better, I swear! Just play a bit longer, Mama wants to play for a bit longer,” she pleaded desperately.
Theo stomped over to his doctor kit. Bottles were knocked carelessly onto the floor, while toy bandages flew across the carpet as he searched through it. Finally, he snatched his stethoscope and pushed it against his mother’s chest. Her heart was slow. Much slower than before. This was worrying Theo, but nothing some medicine couldn't fix! After all, Theo knew that he could fix anything.
Mother reached for his hand and gently squeezed it. For a moment, her cheerful facade dropped.
“Theo, please promise me that even when I'm tired, you’ll keep being the best doctor. I need to know you’ll do that.”
Her words felt strange. He didn't understand why… but he obliged.
As days passed, it got harder for Theo and his Mum to play doctors. Theo’s enthusiasm remained consistent, but his mother’s seemed quieter. To Theo, the game they played was a colourful adventure. She forced a smile for him while he kept playing, kept smiling, kept living in his delusions. The machine's soft whispering and hushed adult voices were already overwhelmingly prominent. Sometimes, Theo would wake up in the middle of the night to find his mother staring at the ceiling in bed, her eyes tired and distant. Climbing into bed with her, he would talk about his day, blissfully unaware of the occasional tear that would roll down her face. Theo didn't like to think too much. Never questioning why her smile grew weaker, or why she was so tired all the time, he simply believed she must be getting better. In his clinic, all patients get better.
The next morning, Theo prepared for his daily checkup. The room was quiet. The doctor looked at his patient.
“Mama?”
The lack of response was concerning. Nothing the little doctor couldn't fix!
”Medicine,” he whispered. “You just need medicine.”
Grabbing the small bottle, he hurried back to his mother.
“Open wide, Mama.”
She didn't move.
Gently, he shook her.
“C’mon, doctors need their patients to listen.”
Still, nothing.
The bottle was unscrewed and tipped towards her lips, pretending to give her the medicine she promised always made her feel better.
“Just one spoonful,” he said seriously. “It tastes like strawberry ice cream.”
He waited.
Theo wanted to give up, but he had remembered his mother’s words: “Theo, please promise me that even when I'm tired, you’ll keep being the best doctor.” 
He couldn’t give up now, not after what Mother told him to do; that would get him in lots of trouble. With a frown, Theo checked her one more time with the little plastic stethoscope. Silence warped around him as he pressed it against Mum’s chest, just like he had every other day, he listened,
Nothing.
Maybe the stethoscope was broken. A sigh escaped him as he climbed onto the bed, placing his doctor’s kit carefully on the floor.
“Patient needs more play,” he jotted down on his notepad. “Mama, I'm ready for a new game now.”
The silence was loud as Theo sat on his Mothers bed and swung his little legs over the edge. Theo crawled into bed with her. Pulling the blanket up to his chin, he snuggled closer to Mother. She looked peaceful, as if she was sleeping. That made Theo feel a bit better. Mum was cold. Colder than he remembered. Between his tiny palms, he rubbed her hand in a pathetic attempt to warm her. The cold, plastic stethoscope was placed into Mother’s limp hand, and her fingers were gently closed around it, just as she had done for him.
Gently closing his eyes, he said, “Don't worry, Mama, my patients always get better.”
And the little doctor fell asleep beside his patient.

