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			‘Hi, guys! So good to see you again!’

			‘Hey, Willow!’ they both said.

			‘I’m so glad to be here. I brought some cookies with me. Anyone hungry?’

			‘No thanks, we just ate at home,’ Jimmy said.

			‘Mum made her stew again…it was horrible. I had to eat it, though. She watches me like a hawk,’ Aaron said.

			‘Not to worry, I didn’t have any lunch, so I’ll just eat them all myself,’ Willow said, feeling a bit disappointed as her friends never seemed eager to eat the snacks she brought. Maybe they didn’t like them, but there wasn’t much money to buy anything else.

			‘So, how’s your dad?’ Jimmy asked.

			‘Well…mean and in pain, nothing new.’ 

			Willow thought of the big fight she had had with her dad just before walking out. He had gotten really cross with her, for no reason. She was minding her own business, trying to stay out of his way. He had called out to her and she tried to ignore it. Why go into his bedroom to see him? No good would come of it. 

			He had called her name again and she could hear his voice getting more agitated. She looked at her dog, Leo, he seemed a bit nervous as well. Maybe, she thought, he just needed some food or something. Her dad could get angry when he was hungry, which would fade quite quickly if he ate something. She went into his room. He looked bad. White as a sheet and sweating heavily. 

			‘Why do I have to call you so many times, girl? I know you’re in the house! Are you just going to ignore me? Is that what a good daughter does?’ he yelled.

			‘No, Dad, I’m sorry. What do you need?’

			‘You are sorry? Are you sure? If you’re just going to ignore me when I call for you, you don’t seem to care that much! Am I wrong? I need my medications and something to eat!’

			Willow often thought about how things would have been different if her dad were healthy and happier. Would he still be mean to her? Was it because he’s sick? Or was he just a bad man? Would he give her hugs and be kind, like he did when she was younger? 

			Willow told him to calm down and wait a few minutes and she would get his pills and food. He told her to hurry up. 

			She went into the kitchen, grabbed the bottles and sorted out the right amount of medication. Sometimes she thought of giving him a higher dosage, maybe things would be better. But there would always be that little voice, telling her to do the right thing. She made some sandwiches and a glass of juice, just as he liked them. She put it all on a tray and took it upstairs. As she entered his bedroom, she could tell that he had fallen asleep again. Thankfully, that happened a lot. Well, maybe not as much asleep as passed out from the pain. That wasn’t her problem, though.

			She put the tray on the table next to him and wrote him a short note: ‘Gone to meet my friends, Mum will be home soon.’

			She slipped out quietly, eager to keep him asleep until she was gone. Mum would be home soon and she could deal with him.

			She was off to the woods, nothing would make her day better than seeing her friends again.
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			‘Do you think she knows?’ Jimmy asked.

			‘Nah, she hasn’t got a clue…’ Aaron said happily.
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			Willow was walking home, thinking of the great afternoon that she’d had. They had been running around in the woods, playing tag and hide-and-seek. 

			Willow doesn’t have a lot of friends and family. Her grandparents had died before she was born. How she wishes they were alive today. She does have aunts and uncles, but they live too far away. They see each other about once every two years. Willow wouldn’t recognise them if she met them now, she was still young the last time they met.

			She was always a peculiar child, who never had much interest in meeting up with other kids or grown-ups. Her parents were all she needed. She did have some friends when she was younger. But they only existed in her imagination, they disappeared when she grew up.

			Now that she’s ten, she doesn’t believe in such nonsense anymore. Besides, things got way too real in her life anyway. 

			Her parents were always so loving and caring towards her. She had a great childhood when she was little. She knew that she was loved and felt like she was the luckiest girl in the world.

			But then, two years ago, everything changed.

			Her father started having headaches. No big deal, he would take some pills and he would be okay again. He started feeling sad, but he said he didn’t know why he felt that way. Then his headaches started to become more frequent. He would often moan and scream and the pills wouldn’t help him. So, they went to see some doctors. All of them said the same thing, there was nothing wrong with him. 

			Her mum didn’t know what to do. She would try and support Willow’s dad as much as she could. But, when someone is in that much pain…

			Willow felt lost, she was so scared. What if her dad died? What would she do?

			But so far, he hadn’t died. He had changed in many ways and became someone else. He would be in pain all the time. He would lie in bed all day. Willow had to help him a lot, but this wasn’t always very pleasant. He would get mean and treat her badly. 

			Her mum used to stay home with Willow most of the time. She was a nurse, but didn’t have to work every day. Her dad used to go to work all the time, so it was mostly just the two of them.  

			This all changed when her dad lost his job. He said that they didn’t believe him. They thought he was pretending to be sick, because he didn’t want to work. 

			From then on, Mum had to work more. She said that they needed more money to pay for his medication and food.
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			‘Hi, baby, how was your day?’

			‘Hi, Mum, it was alright.’

			‘Are you hungry? It’s quite late, isn’t it?’

			‘Starving, Mum…’

			‘Well, wash your hands and sit down. I made stew, no sense in letting it get cold.’

			Willow laughed out loud, remembering what Aaron said about his mum’s stew.

			‘What are you laughing about? I love to see you smile. You’re so pretty when you smile.’

			‘Nothing, Mum, just something Aaron said. I hung out with him and Jimmy today.’

			‘Oh, that’s nice. Eat your supper, darling, it’s almost time 
for bed.’

			Willow ate a good plateful, happy that her mum seemed okay today. Mum never asked about her friends, but she knew them, so Willow assumed she was okay with them spending time together. Dad never asked either, but he never really asked her about anything.  He didn’t seem to care about anything that Willow did these days.
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			‘Aaron, do you think she’s coming today? I really hope so…’

			‘Of course, buddy, she’s not going to stay with her dad, is she?’

			‘Probably not, but maybe she has other things to do.’

			‘Jimmy, we are her only friends, what could she be doing?’

			‘I don’t know…’

			‘Just stop your worrying, she will be here soon.’
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			Willow couldn’t wait to get to the woods and play with the boys. She was so excited! They always had a good time. 

			She couldn’t go straight away, though. Her mum asked her to get some groceries.

			Willow liked going to shops. She loved looking at all the things, the colours, the smells, the way they felt. She could spend ages in a shop doing this. Willow knew that the boys were most likely waiting for her, but she wasn’t thinking about that at the moment. They could take care of themselves until she got there.

			As she was checking off all the items that she needed on her list, she felt a strange sensation. It was as if someone was watching her.

			She looked around, but she didn’t see anyone. She resumed  her task and searched for the right kind of flour that her mum needed. Willow didn’t know why one kind would be better than the other; it all looked and tasted the same to her. But, it made her mum happy and she would do anything to make that happen.

			Hang on…there it was again. The strange sensation. Was someone looking at her? She dropped the flour and quickly turned around, but didn’t see anyone. Was she going crazy?

			She also heard something. It sounded like a voice was whispering, but she couldn’t make out was what being said.

			She picked up the flour and decided it might be best to leave the store as quickly as she could.

			But as she did, she saw something move behind her. She turned around, even though she was a bit scared about what she might see. 

			‘Oh my god…’

			It wasn’t a person staring at her, it was the cutest little kitten that she had ever seen. She realised it had been the one watching her and her fear immediately went away. Willow loved animals more than anything.

			Of course, she had Leo. He was a sweet dog, but very old. He would cuddle her and give her kisses when she got home. But, after a few minutes, he would go back to his bed and hardly move at all. Before her dad got sick, he was always a happy dog. Everything had changed…

			She stretched out her arms to pick up the kitten. The kitten seemed quite happy to be cuddled by Willow. It felt like she was meant to find it. She went to the counter and asked the owner if it was his kitten. The owner said it wasn’t and that he didn’t want any cats in his store. ‘May I have it?’ she asked.

			‘Take that damn cat with you and keep it away from here.’

			She was so happy! She paid for her groceries and started to walk home. How was she going to be able to keep the kitten? She named it Mario. Giving him up was not going to be an option. 

			Willow realised that her parents wouldn’t want the kitten. It was just one more mouth to feed. Maybe, if Willow could eat a bit less and give the leftovers to Mario, she would be able to feed it like that.

			Willow decided to keep the kitten in her room.
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			‘They are going to be so thrilled to meet Mario, they are just going to die,’ Willow thought. She was going to meet up with the boys and just knew that they would love Mario. Every child loves a kitten, right?

			‘Well now, look who’s finally here! What took you so damn long?’ Aaron asked.

			Willow was a bit surprised at his angry manner, so she decided to reveal her surprise a bit later on. She had tucked Mario into her backpack, but left part of the zipper open, enough for him to breathe.

			‘You knew that we were waiting for you, what the hell?’

			‘Calm down, Aaron, don’t jump down her throat like that,’ Jimmy said.

			‘Well, it’s true, isn’t it? We can’t just sit around all day, waiting for the princess to show up! We have lives you know!’

			‘I’m sorry, Aaron,’ Willow said. ‘I didn’t mean for you to get cross with me. I had to get groceries for my mum. Don’t yell at me…’ 

			Aaron knew he had been too fierce. He needed her to be happy with him, if his plan was going to work. He just didn’t like having to wait for her to show up. What’s going on? Why was she late? Aren’t they important to her? Isn’t he?

			Aaron had serious issues with keeping his patience in check.

			Jimmy told him to walk around for a bit to cool off. So he did. He wondered what would be the best way to cheer up Willow.

			He had heard that girls love flowers. He walked into the field close to their treehouse and picked her a bunch of beautiful pink and white flowers. His condition made it hard for him to do this, but he knew it would be worth the effort. 

			He gave the flowers to Willow and she absolutely loved them. She forgave Aaron and they were on good terms again. 

			Willow was so relieved that Aaron had made the effort. She didn’t want him to be angry with her, she had enough of that at home. The boys were her safe haven. There was supposed to be only happiness and most of the time, there had been.

			Jimmy asked her about the sound that was coming from her backpack. Willow had nearly forgotten about Mario. She told the boys that she had a surprise. She took him out and showed him to them. They thought it was the cutest little thing they had ever seen!

			Mario, however, did not feel the same way. He didn’t like the boys very much. As they tried to pat him, he lashed out and tried to scratch them. This scared the boys. Did Mario know? Did he feel something?

			‘Get that little rat out of here, Willow, you know I’m allergic to cats!’ Aaron said.

			‘Oh no, I had no idea! I’m so sorry. I thought you would love him as much as I do. I thought I might hide him here sometimes.’

			‘No way! Unless he stops acting like that, I don’t want him around us.’

			‘Aaron, I think he’s just a little bit scared. He doesn’t know you guys yet. Are you really allergic? You’re not sneezing or anything.’

			‘I feel it inside though, my throat is all blocked up. Plus, it isn’t the nicest cat, is it?’

			Aaron wasn’t allergic at all. But he knew he didn’t want the thing around them.

			‘Well, okay,’ Willow said, ‘I’ll keep him close to me today and then we’ll see…’ Willow felt really sad. She loved the little cat and she also loved the boys. She thought they would all make a perfect team together. 

			‘You want to go climb some trees, Willow?’ Jimmy asked.

			‘Sure…’ Willow decided to leave Mario in their treehouse and go climb trees with the boys. She was there to have fun and Mario was too small to wander around the trees anyway. 

			Soon, she forgot all about feeling sad. They climbed into the trees and made up all kinds of adventures.

			While they were playing, Jimmy had an accident. He was pretending to be a monkey and swung around the big tree. He lost his grip and fell down. Willow thought he might be seriously hurt. She ran up to him and when she reached Jimmy, he wasn’t moving and he was lying with his back to them. 

			‘Jimmy?’ Willow said. 

			Nothing.

			‘Jimmy? Are you okay?’ Willow said.

			Nothing.

			Aaron walked up to Jimmy and grabbed his shoulder. ‘You okay, buddy?’

			As Willow came closer, Jimmy started to move carefully. 

			‘Oh Jimmy, should I get a doctor? Do you need to go to the hospital?’ Willow asked. 

			Jimmy started to come around again and looked at Willow first, then at Aaron. Aaron gave him a look that Willow couldn’t see. ‘Get up for God’s sake, she might call someone!’ Aaron whispered.

			Jimmy realised what this would mean and he got up immediately. He seemed fine.

			‘Jimmy, don’t get up so fast! Are you okay? Are you bleeding?’ Willow asked.

			‘I’m fine, Willow, nothing wrong at all.’

			Willow looked at him and then checked his legs and arms. She checked his head. There was no blood. Nothing seemed bruised either. ‘It’s a miracle…’

			Willow gave him the biggest hug, she was so happy that her friend was okay.

			Jimmy looked at Aaron and he could tell that they were both relieved that she didn’t think anything of it.
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			‘Bye, Willow! See you tomorrow!’ Both boys called and then walked off in a different direction as her. Willow looked back at them. She was still relieved that Jimmy was okay. They had spent the rest of the afternoon playing like they always did. Running around and acting like fools, nothing better than that.

			She turned the corner and the boys walked back towards the woods.

			‘Jimbo, you almost ruined everything! What is wrong with you? You have to be more careful!’

			‘I know, Aaron, but I couldn’t help it. I lost my grip. You know how hard it can be sometimes.’

			‘Yes, but it cannot happen again! What if she had gone for help? What would we have done?’

			‘I don’t know. I don’t want to think about it.’
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			When Willow got home, her mum was in the kitchen. Willow heard her and knew that she had to hide Mario first. She went upstairs to her room. She found an old shoebox and an old pillow that her doll used to lay on. He seemed perfectly happy with it and laid himself down to take a nap.

			He was so angry this afternoon. Willow wondered if she had made a mistake by taking him with her. He had seemed so lovely when they met in the store. Now that they were in her room, he was just as sweet. So what happened in the woods? Maybe Mario didn’t like boys. Or perhaps he didn’t like the outdoors, maybe he was an indoor cat.

			Willow went downstairs to see how her mum was doing. She wasn’t in the kitchen, though. Willow followed the sounds and found her mum next to her dad. He was feeling really bad and crying.

			This made Willow sad. It made her think about how sweet her father used to be when she was younger. Whenever she had cried, he would always pick her up and give her the warmest hug. It felt like she would always be safe, as long as she was inside that hug. 

			Now, he was the one that needed the hugs and she wasn’t big enough to protect him like he used to do her. Her mother was sitting on the bed and she was rubbing her dad’s shoulder and back. She was telling him that things would get better soon. Telling him how much she loved him and would take care of him. Her father continued to cry.

			Willow climbed up on the bed and rubbed his legs. She sat behind her mother, as she wasn’t sure if her father was going to be in a good mood. Today was a good day, though. He needed and welcomed their affection.

			‘I’m so sorry, Willow, I’m sorry that I get so angry with you sometimes. You are a good child and I never wanted to be like this. But…I don’t know…I can’t control it at times. It’s like I’m not me.’

			Willow looked at her dad. She thought, ‘What do you mean? You are my dad.’

			‘I can’t explain it, kiddo, I’m just so sorry and I want you to know it.’

			‘Love,’ he said to her mum, ‘thank you for all that you do. I’m sorry that I’m such a useless man now.’

			Her mum answered, ‘You aren’t, darling, I love you. Don’t worry about it.’

			As her father started to fall asleep again, because the medications had started to work, Willow thought, ‘I miss this…’

			Willow and her mum went into the kitchen to eat their supper. Her mum made pancakes. ‘You bought the perfect flour, Willow, well done.’

			Willow felt proud and decided to ask her, ‘Mum, why is Dad sometimes really sweet, but quite mean most of the time?’

			Her mum turned around. She had tears in her eyes. ‘I don’t know, love, I guess it depends on how much pain he is in.’

			Willow didn’t want her mum to cry, so she decided to talk about something else. ‘Jimmy fell out of a tree today. I thought he was going to need a doctor, but he was fine. It was quite a long fall.’

			‘Did he now? Did you take him home? Let his mum and dad look at him?’

			‘No, he said he was fine. We just went on and he seemed okay. It was just strange.’

			‘Did it scare you?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Come here.’ Willow then crawled onto her mother’s lap and cried a little. It was quite scary to see her friend fall. ‘Don’t you worry, love, he is fine and I’m sure his parents will look after him now.’

			Willow thought, ‘I don’t know.’

			Willow had never actually met the boys’ parents.

			As Willow went to bed, she put the shoebox on top of her bed. She put on her pyjamas, brushed her teeth and crawled into bed. Mario settled down next to her and they went to sleep.

			While Willow was far away in dreamland, Mario was wide awake and watching over her. However, it wasn’t just Mario that was keeping an eye on her. There was an extra pair of eyes in the room. 
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			Willow woke up, not knowing where she was for a moment. She woke up a bit more and realised she had fallen out of bed in the middle of the night. How did she get here?

			She got up and looked for Mario. He had been fidgeting all night.

			She went downstairs and made herself some breakfast. She asked her father if there was anything he needed. He growled that he was fine and that she should leave him alone. It was one of those days.

			Her two weeks of holiday were over. That meant that she had to go to school today. Willow would rather spend her day with the boys and Mario. But, there was no choice to be had. School was compulsory.

			Willow rather liked her school, but she didn’t have many friends. Well, she had no friends really. 

			She used to hang out with the boys when they attended the same school.

			They were in different classes, but they would see each other during the breaks. They all loved to just sit around and talk about whatever. Other kids used to look at them like there was something wrong with them. Willow never understood this. What was it to them? The boys didn’t seem to care about the other kids’ behaviour, so Willow let it go as well.

			Then, unfortunately, the boys moved to another school. Their parents had decided that it would be best to transfer them to a private school. The boys had asked their parents to have Willow transferred with them. Willow told them that her parents would never be able to afford a private school. So they had to say goodbye.

			This made Willow really sad at first. She was afraid that the boys would forget about her. 

			Nothing was further from the truth, though. They had come to see her after their first day at their private school. They told Willow that they felt lonely and incomplete without their best friend. This made Willow feel so good. They decided to meet up every day after school.

			The boys told Willow that they had built a fort in the woods. They could meet up there and hang out. They took Willow there and she immediately loved it.

			The three of them had so much fun together, but time at school was very lonely for Willow. The other kids seemed to be angry with Willow for spending her time with the boys. She could see them laughing at her. They would talk about her and look at her in a strange way. It made Willow feel so bad. Why would they do that?

			Was there anything wrong with her? Did they not like the boys? Did they not like boys and girls hanging out together? Willow didn’t know. She was too scared to ask them about it.

			So she just spent her time alone, reading books and playing games on her phone. It had a strong signal there. This
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