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Nothing Unusual

“Steve and Julia, are you up or not? I won’t repeat the same thing twice!” shouted Regina, their mom. The woman was in the kitchen, as usual. She was preparing breakfast for her kids and looking out the foggy window in the hope of noticing something unusual, something exhilarating, but there was nothing unusual.

Streets were grey. Trees were grey. The houses were grey. The sky and even the sun was grey. Everything was grey. Bright colours weren’t allowed.

She turned around and was on the point of screaming again, but she didn’t have to. A skinny nine-year-old boy was standing in front of his mom, dressed in his shabby trousers and T-shirt. The following words could describe his eyes: big dark circles and bags. Anyway, he was eager to smile. He wanted to do that so badly. The corners of his mouth started going up. The poor boy just wanted to express his emotions, but for a second, forgot that it wasn’t the thing he could do. It wasn’t something everyone could do. No one was allowed to make such a huge mistake, because of the rule number one—no one was allowed to express positive emotions.

“Stop!” Regina cried out. She anxiously looked at the wall emotions-measuring thermometer. The liquid in it was rising rapidly.

Steve’s mouth returned to its normal place straight away and the fluid went down.

Regina sighed in relief. “Are you crazy? What are you doing? You want all of us to spend the rest of our days in prison?”

“Sorry, mommy,” said the boy. He was staring at his mother with eyes full of regret. Steve didn’t mean to make her nervous, but he was a human being, not a robot. It was normal that he wanted to feel something other than apathy.

However, the government had a different point of view.

“What’s going on here?” asked Steve’s thin, eleven-year-old sister, entering the kitchen and yawning. Julia’s dress was as dirty and torn as her brother’s clothes.

“Nothing unusual,” said Regina. “Sit at the table.”

The siblings sat at the table.

“What have you done?” whispered Julia.

“I wanted to smile,” Steve replied, looking at the ceiling. He was trying to hold back his tears.

“I see…” said the girl.

Their mom served burnt fried eggs in a frying pan with three slices of dry bread. Then she put three forks on the table.

“Don’t be sad,” Julia whispered, touching her brother’s shoulder and trying to calm him down.

“What are you whispering?” Regina asked, taking a seat.

“Nothing,” replied the girl. She took a fork, put a piece of egg in her mouth and grimaced.

The fried eggs were extremely salty and disgusting, as usual.

Julia swallowed what she had put in her mouth, but she had no desire to repeat that action again. She quickly got up from the table and walked to the window, looking through with her empty eyes.

Steve and Regina watched her with interest while eating those yucky eggs without grimacing at all.

“Do you like it?” asked Julia.

“What do you mean?” the woman said.

“I mean…all of it. The way we live, the way we spend our time…”

“What a stupid question,” said Regina, finishing the meal.

Julia turned around and looked at her mom a little bit angrily.

“No, it’s not! It’s not a stupid question. Why are we supposed to live like that?” the girl said, throwing up her hands.

“Well, I’m not the one who decides how we live our lives,” the woman said. She stood up, cleared the table, and began to wash up.

“Mom, when will Daddy come back?” asked the boy.

“Steve, how many times have I told you that your daddy will never come back!” Regina yelled.

Julia came up to her younger brother, took his hand, and went to their room. The girl closed the door behind her.

“You’ve been told many times that our dad died. You don’t understand it or something?” asked Julia.

“I know, but I think that it’s not true. I think he’s still alive.”

“I know what you mean. You still can’t accept that he’s gone and neither can I, but that’s the reality. He is dead,” she said, looking into his eyes. A single tear flew down her face.

“No. You don’t understand. I can feel it. I feel with every cell of my heart that he isn’t dead. He is not talking, dancing or laughing, but he is alive,” the boy said with fire in his eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, but what you just said is nonsense.” Steve came out of the room and went outside. He was quite sure that he was right, because he had an unusual little friend. The boy squatted down near their house and pulled a piece of bread from his pocket. He looked around, made sure nobody was watching him and placed that food in a small hole in the wall.

“Thank you,” whispered his little friend.

Steve heard his friend chewing which made his heart feel warm.

Then the moustache stuck out of the wall. And then the little black rat was standing in boy’s hands.

“You know you aren’t obliged to feed me. I feel awkward. It’s your food, and you give it to me every day even though you’re hungry too,” the rat said.

“It’s okay. Don’t feel awkward. You’re my friend, and you’re the reason for my will to not give up on my dreams. I just can’t leave you here.”

The rat squinted and raised his eyebrows. He was staring right into Steve’s soul.

The boy sighed.

“No. I haven’t told her about you yet. I’m scared.”

“Scared of what?” the rat asked.

“I’m scared that her reaction will be…”

“You think she will tell your mom about me?”

Steve was quite confused. He loved her sister and his sister loved him as well, but the rat meant too much to him. He was afraid that no one would understand his feelings, and that they would just laugh at him and take his friend away from him. Everything was just very complicated.

“I don’t know what to do,” said the boy, closing his eyes, and attempting to solve the puzzle.

“Look, if you don’t feel like involving her, we can manage without her. But time doesn’t stand still. If you really want to do this, either we’re doing that tomorrow or you’ll have to wait another year. So, what is your verdict?” asked the little animal, hoping Steve would take the challenge. Undoubtedly, the rat could just leave him the following day and pretend that he had never met the unusual boy whose soul and thoughts were so different from others’. But the rodent wished that he would change his life with his friend, and not without him. “Come on! You deserve changes. Don’t you understand that you and I are stuck in a rut? Don’t you want a better life?”

Steve opened his eyes. “Maybe you have a point. Alright. Let’s do this tomorrow,” he said in an unsure tone.

“With or without Julia?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I don’t want to say ‘goodbye’ to her. She deserves changes too. Okay, we’re going to do this tomorrow with Julia. That’s my final verdict,” came a confident voice.

“What are you going to do, you little loser?” an arrogant and familiar voice said behind Steve.

The rat jumped into his little home instantly.

Steve rolled his eyes, because he was fed up with Jason insulting him, but he couldn’t do anything about it. Being the president’s son and the same age as Steve, Jason was rich and untouchable. Rules weren’t made for wealthy human beings. He was plump and his belly stuck out. Perhaps he was like that because he ate too much black caviar every day, and after the main meal, he feasted on an expensive bar of chocolate. He was always dressed to the nines and wore bright colours. He always looked perfect. But his soul was as stinky as garbage. His heart was real garbage.

Steve stood up, turned around, and gave the owner of the trash a piercing glare.

“It’s none of your business,” Steve said.

Jason burst out laughing. His big, straight teeth were as white as snow. No, they were even whiter—much whiter.

Steve was blinded by their whiteness. He wished he had those white teeth. He wished everyone had such white teeth. Why did only Jason have a right to be happy?

“What’s so funny?” Steve sounded pissed.

Jason stopped showing his teeth and looked at his opponent with a cold expression. “So, what do you intend to do tomorrow?”

“I told you it’s none of your business,” said the little boy, heading towards his front door.

“Not so fast,” Jason said, touching the poor boy’s shoulder with his forefinger. He thought that would be enough to make Steve stand still. He was wealthy, but touching the boy with his finger was not enough to control him.

“What’s your problem? Why can’t you just live your best life and leave me alone?”

“Well, I live my best life,” said the president’s son, taking his finger off the shoulder. “But I’m afraid, my friend, I can’t leave you alone, because you’re so cute and amusing! You always cheer me up!” he said with a grin, squeezing Steve’s pale cheeks.

“Stop it!” cried the boy angrily and slapped the spoiled human in the face. A second later, he realised what he had done, but it was too late.

Jason went ballistic. It caused bloodshot eyes. He looked like an angry bull, and the poor boy was like a red cloth to him. He attacked Steve and started beating him as hard as he could. Steve fell to the ground; he was too weak to defend himself.

The rat watched the fight, thinking about what to do.

“If I stay out of it, the chances of Steve’s survival are slim to none. If I don’t stay out of it, the chances of my survival are slim to none,” babbled the rat, stroking its moustache with its right hand. “I prefer the second option,” the rodent said, jumping out of the hole straight onto Jason’s back. The little animal sank its teeth into the bad guy’s skin.

Jason screamed in pain and got off Steve. He grabbed the rat, looked at it and was a little bit surprised by what he saw.

“Let him go,” Steve said quietly, breathing heavily, lying on the ground. He was staring at his real friend and was grateful for him, but he didn’t approve of his act. Steve understood that it was bad for the rat to do as the rodent could get hurt in that situation.

Jason glanced at Steve, then at the rat who shrank in fear, and he drew a conclusion. “Well, well, well. Are you two close friends?” asked Jason with an evil smile.

“Just let him go. I bet you don’t need this dirty animal. Maybe, he’s even infected. I’m sure you don’t want these kind of problems.” Steve was doing his best to discourage the rich boy from squeezing his friend in the hands.

“Relax, loser. There is no need for you to try and save this little rodent’s life. I can’t be manipulated, and you know that no animals are allowed in our beautiful country—neither inside nor outside,” Jason turned around and headed to his black car. His private driver rushed out of the car, opened the door for his boss, got in and they drove away.

“No…” whispered the poor boy, watching his friend leave him. He wished he could get up and do something, but his whole body ached so badly that he couldn’t even turn his head. It was hard to breathe, hard to move his eyes, but it was far harder to see that all his dreams had been destroyed. Nothing unusual would happen the following day.

“Why? Why me?” The boy began to cry softly.

Julia ran out of the house and saw her little brother who was in unrecognisable condition. Horror washed over her body. She walked up to him, a little too slowly, but then she lifted him carefully and stepped in the premises quietly. She headed towards their room and locked the door. She placed him on the floor and started treating his wounds.

“Is there anything you want to tell me?” asked Julia.

“I don’t know,” replied the boy, staring at the ceiling.

“Oh, really?”

Steve was thinking about his dreams and his future and concluded that he didn’t have any other choice but to fill Julia in.

“Fine. I’m going to tell you everything, but please promise me it will stay between and you won’t make fun of it. It’s kind of serious,” Steve said, gazing at his sister.

Julia acted as though she was waiting for that moment to happen for a long time—as if she was ready for it. She placed the small jars of liquid back into the squeaky locker and sat on the uncomfortable bed.

“You need any help to get up?” she asked.

Steve glanced at her and did it himself. The boy took a seat next to Julia. It seemed to him that she was slightly annoyed, but he decided not to make a big deal out of it.

“Well…” came an uncertain voice. “I believe there is another world, another side of reality. And I think so because I had one friend who…” the boy stuttered and then continued, “I used to have a friend who told me about it. I trust him. Every single day, I wanted to tell you what I saw that day, but I never had enough courage. But now I do.”

Julia’s facial expression shifted. She was quite certain that he meant “that” day—that unusual day.

“Go on,” demanded the girl.

“I was on my way home from school. I was crossing the road when the accident happened. Two cars collided. And one of the cars was—”

“Was our dad’s,” Julia interrupted.

“Yes. A lot of people gathered around the spot. They pulled the drivers out of the cars, and I saw that both were unconscious, their heads were bleeding. Someone called an ambulance, but by the time it arrived, the crowd had managed to bring one of the drivers around. Of course, that driver wasn’t our father. At first, I heard someone say that our dad was still breathing and after that came a climax event. I came closer, burst into tears, took his hand, and begged him not to leave me. A few seconds later, I noticed that his chest wasn’t moving up and down anymore. His body rose into the air and then fell to the ground. I lifted my head, and my emotions were so overwhelming that I couldn’t handle them anymore. Something lit up the sky—like the brightest star. It went out as mysteriously as it appeared. When I lowered my head, I spotted a little black rat sitting next to me. My reaction was quick, even though I was overwhelmed with grief and shock. I grabbed him and put him in my backpack. Luckily, no one noticed him but me. Then I glanced at Dad one last time and ran away without looking back.”

“I knew that there was something you were hiding from me, but what you told me wasn’t what I was expecting,” the girl said.

“You knew?” Steve asked, staring at his sister in astonishment.

“I had a feeling that you weren’t completely honest with me, and that you don’t trust me enough,” came a soft voice.

“So, what do you think?”

“I believe you. And the rat used to be your friend?”

“Yeah,” said he in a sorrowful voice.

“Why? Does it have something to do with today’s fight?”

“Yes, it does. Jason took him away, and I wasn’t able to do anything about it. Maybe today or tomorrow, he will be killed, and I can’t save him…We had such big plans.”

“What plans?”

“We intended to get out of here tomorrow.”

“Without me?” asked Julia, not believing her ears.

“With you.”

“What are we going to do?”

“What are we going to do? Nothing. Only the rat knows what to do. I don’t.”

Regina ran into their room.

“Kids, your grandfather has just called me and insisted that we come. I tried to refuse, but you know him—he is rigid. He said he is in trouble. I doubt it, but anyway, get ready. We’re going to pay him a visit. Steve, what happened to you?”

“It was Jason, mom,” said Julia.

“I see. I’m waiting for you outside,” Regina said before getting out of the room.

Julia and Steve changed into special clothes which they wore if they went outside—untorn and cleaner clothes.





Hope Dies Last

Regina and her kids stood in front of the front door. The mother was tapping her fingers nervously on her leg. She knocked afterwards. A short, plump, energetic grey-haired old man opened the door.

“I’m thrilled to see you all. Even though I can’t smile, you must know I’m so excited right now. Please come in,” Joseph said.

Everyone entered the house. The grandfather locked the door and put the keys in his pocket.

“Dad, what happened?” asked Regina.

Joseph hugged his grandchildren with all the love which was living in depth of his heart.

“Let me show you what happened. Follow me,” said the old man.

Everybody made their way to the kitchen. What they saw caused different emotions. There was so much mouth-watering food on the table.

Joseph had done this before. He had dialled his daughter, convinced her that he needed her help, and that was it.

His plans always worked.

But Regina wasn’t so pleased with it. She was eager to be a great resident and that was her goal in life—her only goal. Sometimes, she was so obsessed with it, her desire was so strong that it was stronger than love to her own kids. She wanted them to be great residents as well.

Those things couldn’t be said about Joseph. The granddad wished Steve and Julia fell in love with their existence. He wished they were cheerful. He wished there was a reason for them to wake up every day. So, he did everything he could. Maybe that wasn’t enough, but that was everything he could do for them. At least, he made an attempt.

“It smells wonderful in here,” said Steve, being hypnotised by the view.

“Oh, yes,” Joseph said, hugging the kids again.

“Oh, no. Why? Why are you doing this? Again, and again?” said the irritated voice.

“Oh, dear, stop it! No one is forcing you to share the feeling of pleasure with us. You can wait in the living room and watch TV or you can take a walk. The weather is pretty good today,” Joseph said.

“Yes. We are going to take a walk. I’m not going to put up with your bad behaviour again, father. I won’t let you have a bad influence on them. Let’s go, children.” Regina grabbed their hands and led them out.

“No! Please! Why are you so cruel? We want to eat it!” the kids shouted trying to come back to the “paradise”. But Regina was holding their hands tightly.

Joseph couldn’t stand still anymore and watch his own daughter do that to those lovely creatures. He quickly pulled out the small black gun from his pocket and pointed it towards Regina.

“Stop!” Joseph cried out.

Everyone turned around and froze.

“What? Dad? Are you okay?”

“Yes, I am! And what about you? You better let them go or else I’ll pull the trigger.”

Regina let them go and rushed to the door, but it was locked. She panicked and let go of their hands. And once again her aim was more important to her than Steve and Julia.

Steve and Julia struck while the iron was hot and ran in the opposite direction. They hid behind Joseph’s back.

Regina gave them all a cold look. “Fine. I’m going to take a walk. Steve and Julia, you disappointed me.” She turned her back on them. “You know what, if you don’t care about me and your future, you can stay here. You disgust me.”

Joseph walked up to his daughter, and looked at her with a confusion stare. “How could you say that?” As soon as he unlocked the door, Regina came out. Joseph closed the door and came back to the lovely creatures.

“Did she really mean it?” asked Julia.

“I don’t know. But I have a counter-question. Who would you like to stay with?”

Kids exchanged looks.

“Grandpa, we love you so much and appreciate you…but… she’s our mother nevertheless,” Julia said.

“Is it a real gun?” Steve asked with a fear in the voice, gazing at it in the man’s hand.

“No. It’s not.”

“What is it then?”

“It’s a toy. It’s my present for you,” said Joseph, stretching out his hand.

“What? Present?” said the boy, taking the toy carefully.

“Yes. And a silver bracelet for my pretty girl.” The granddad pulled the item from his back pocket and gave it to Julia.

“Thank you so much!” the girl said and put it on. She couldn’t take her eyes off the gift.

“And one more surprise! Look around!”

The kids looked for something unusual, but there was nothing like that except a magnificent meal on the table.

“You mean food? It caught our attention the second we crossed the threshold,” said Steve.

“No. Take a close look at the walls.”

Julia looked carefully, but didn’t manage to spot anything unusual.

“Alright. What about emotions-measuring thermometer?” asked the man.

Indeed, they didn’t see the emotions-measuring thermometer.

“What’s going on?” the children asked.

Joseph smiled widely.

“Does that mean that…?” Julia was confused.

“That we can,” Steve replied, feeling lots of butterflies flutter in his stomach.

“You can smile, laugh, have fun. Do whatever you want to! But do it only in here, in the kitchen. Thermometers didn’t disappear from rest of the rooms!” Joseph said, and started making clumsy movements, trying to dance.

“How? How did you do that?” Steve asked, jumping with joy. He was on cloud nine.

“Just convinced some people that it’s broken. They will fix it tomorrow and everything will go back to the way it was before.”

Tomorrow. Steve stopped jumping, and his facial expression returned to the gloomy one. Everything could have change for the better the following day. Unfortunately, everything changed for the worse instead. He lost a friend. He lost hope.

“What’s that, my little boy?” the man asked.

Julia took her eyes off the jewellery, and without even looking at her brother, she knew what was on his mind.

“Julia, what’s wrong with him?” Joseph asked, being concerned.

Julia didn’t say anything.

Joseph didn’t understand what was going on, so he sat at the table. “Shall we eat?”

Steve and his sister sat opposite their grandfather and started eating hungrily.

Joseph didn’t touch any of the food he prepared. He was just observing.

“You know, I have to say that I called your mother today for a reason. You know how much I love you. My soul is always with yours. I can feel what you feel. My heart hurts when you’re in trouble, or when your heart is.”

Steve stopped eating. He looked at Joseph and waited for a minute before he was ready to tell him everything.

“Well, I’m impressed by your accuracy and your intuition. I used to have a little friend, the rat. But today, a terrible thing happened. One boy took him away, and I don’t know what to do…and I feel so frustrated that I can’t change anything and—,” said the poor boy and began to cry. “I’m afraid I’ll never see his cute moustache and his tiny hands again!”

“Stop crying!” the man said loudly, in a serious voice.

Julia and Steve twitched. They didn’t expect to hear such a tone of voice from their cute grandpa.

“Did I scare you?” asked the man.

The kids didn’t mean to hurt him, so they just said “No.”

“I’m sorry if I did, but I just can’t watch you cry. My heart is bursting! Remember, whatever the situation is, it’s never too late to start searching for the exit. So, who is that one boy?”

“That one boy is super rich and arrogant. His name is Jason. He’s the son of the president, and he is always bullying me. It’s kind of fun for him, but for me it’s stress. I have nightmares because of him.”

Joseph furrowed his eyebrows. He was staring at sausages, but he was thinking about something else. Something more significant. Something his grand kids weren’t aware of. Then he got up and started walking in circles around the kitchen with his hands behind his back.

Neither Steve nor Julia didn’t said a word. They were waiting patiently for him to sit back down and tell them what was in his head. It lasted for about a minute.

Eventually, Joseph took a seat.

“Jason. Jason. Jason,” babbled the man.

“What is that, grandpa?” asked Julia.

Joseph stood up again and went to his room. When he came back, he was holding a framed photo in his hands. He gave it to Steve.

There were several people in the picture: Joseph, two men in suits and… The boy widened his eyes in shock.

“It’s him! It’s Jason!” the boy exclaimed.

“Amazing!” said the granddad, a grin lit up his face. He took the photo from Steve and placed it on the table.

“Amazing? I don’t see anything amazing about it at all! You are hugging that awful creature in this photo, and you’ve never told us about that! You’ve never told us that you know him. Perhaps if you did, my friend would be okay today,” came the furious voice.

“Please, calm down, dear. I recently met them. I was going to inform you two about that today, but as you see, things went south today.”

Steve took a deep breath in, and all his anger came out when he breathed out. The boy glanced at his grandpa and nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. That’s okay,” Joseph said with a warm smile. The man headed to his room to dial Luke. A few moments later, Luke answered the phone.

“Luke, hi! It’s me. Joseph.”

“Jo…Joseph? Oh! Yeah! Joseph. My dear friend! What’s up? You know, I missed you! We had a lot of fun last week! I still remember how you looked in that pink tutu! Ha, ha, ha!”

“I couldn’t forget about that too! Listen, I have a huge problem, and I feel certain that only you can help me.”

“A problem? What happened?”

“Well, that’s the problem, which can’t be discussed on the phone.”

“I got you, my friend. Ummm, would it be okay if I sent you my car? I’m just busy right now.”

“You’re so, so busy?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Joseph took a moment to think about that. That wasn’t exactly what he wanted to hear, but he had no other choice.

“Joseph? Are you here?”

“Yeah. Okay. That would be great.”

“Alright. See you! Bye, ballerina!” said Luke and hung up.

“I’m not a ballerina!” Joseph said, but it was too late. The response was a fast beep. The man made his way back to Steve and Julia. When he entered the kitchen, they were whispering about something. The moment they noticed Joseph, they buttoned their lips.

“I have good news. I’ve just called Jason’s uncle. He’ll send us a car, and we’ll save your rat. And what were you whispering about?” asked the man.

Steve told grandpa about his small friend but didn’t mentioned his big plans. He was consulting Julia, whether they should let Joseph know or not. Anyway, they trusted him, unlike their own mother. He earned their trust. He always wanted to cheer them up, unlike their own mother. His heart was always with their.

“That rat narrated that there is another world. More funny and vibrant. We were going to get there tomorrow.”

Joseph chewed every word his grandson said, and after that, he asked “Only you, the rat, and Julia?”

“Yes. Without mom. You can go with us if you want to,” the boy said.

The man’s face instantly came to life. “Of course, I’m eager to go with you!” he said, with excitement in his green eyes.

“Well, it’s too early to be on cloud nine. If we don’t save him today, nothing will work out,” said Steve.

Everyone heard the sound of car beeping outside. The kids stared at Joseph.

“Yes. We got to go out,” the granddad said.

Everybody rushed outside. They were surprised by what their eyes saw. They expected a cool, expensive car, but it was something cooler. It was a limousine. The first thing that made their jaws drop was the size. The second thing was the appearance of the vehicle. It was something unbelievable to them, but common to wealthy human beings. The car was extremely colourful. The colours were so bright that Joseph and his grand kids had to squint. They weren’t used to such spectrum of colours—spectrum of happy colours. They knew only one colour: grey.

“What a beautiful car,” said Steve quietly. He was so surprised that he didn’t even have the strength to speak louder. He really wanted to enjoy the moment and remember that tiny, but magnificent part of his life. Maybe he would recall it if he felt terrible someday. He would close his eyes and recall that majestic view, and maybe it would give him the will to continue on.

Joseph took a few steps forward and so did the children. Joseph knocked on the window slowly.

The thin driver in the black suit of the limousine got out, chewing a red apple, and gave them a confused look. “What do you want?” he asked.

“I’m Joseph. And these are my grandchildren. Luke sent you, right?” asked Joseph.

“Yes. He did. But…” said the man, checking everyone out. “I don’t mean to be rude, but he said that Joseph is a cool man. You don’t look like a cool man.”

“He said that?” asked Joseph.

The driver nodded.

“Well, I don’t care whether I look like a cool guy or not. I’m Joseph,” said the granddad with confidence in his eyes. “We’re getting in the car.” He opened the door, and first, kids got into the vehicle, then their grandpa did.

The driver shrugged, tossing the remains of a fruit on the sidewalk, as if it were a right thing to do. Anyway, he was a cool guy. He could do whatever he wanted to do and none of the thousands of cameras on the streets bothered him at all. Cameras were made for ordinary poor people to make them feel afraid to express positive emotions, to control them. They hung on the gloomy streets to make residents feel that they were nobody, that they didn’t need to be unusual, that they didn’t need to have their own voice.

Hundreds of curious watched the kids and Joseph from the foggy windows until they drove away. Every human being thought, that how lucky those people in the limousine were.

While they were headed to Luke, they were examining the car very carefully. The limousine was as lovely on the inside as it was on the outside. It was flamboyant and nice-smelling on the inside. Joseph, Steve and Julia didn’t understand what exactly was that smell.

“Excuse me, sir. This smell is just wonderful! What is that?” asked the boy.

“It’s the scent of flowers,” replied the driver.

“Flowers? Wow! I’ve read lots of books about flowers, but I’ve never seen them or smelled them in real life,” Steve said dreamily.

“I know. Flowers aren’t allowed,” said the man in the suit coldly. “They’re in the cabinet under the coffee table.”

Steve looked at the man.

The cool guy felt the boy’s eyes on him. “Yes, you can pull them out. And yes, as long as you’re in this car or with cool guys like me, you can smile.”

Steve and Julia shrieked with excitement. Gently, they took the flowers out of the cabinet—Cyclamen, pretty pink flowers. Steve was scared to break one of the stems or damage the petals, so he was trying to be extremely careful. He couldn’t take his eyes off their beauty.

Joseph was just sitting and staring at them. It was enough to make his heart feel warm and his eyes fill with love.

“You want to hold these incredible things?” asked Steve.

“No, no, no. Thanks!” replied Joseph with a cute smile.

The limousine stopped at a traffic light. The driver looked back and noticed Steve being a bit tense. “Boy, don’t worry. If you break some of the stems, it’s okay. I place new flowers in here every day. You can relax!” he said with a wide smile.

The light grey light was on, and the cool guy pressed the gas pedal.

Steve breathed a sigh of relief. He used to be scared of doing something bad to plants because he thought he would be punished. Nevertheless, he was still scared to hurt them because Steve had no desire to damage their beauty, so he kept on being careful.

In a while, they stopped at the tall grey gates. After a few seconds gates moved apart and they entered the private territory. It was a beautiful little world behind the grey gates and the grey reality—green lawn, multi-coloured flowers, lots of trees and birds whistling some tunes. And, of course, an enormous three-story house. Joseph and the kids curiously looked out the window. The limousine drew up near the house.

“Well, we’re here,” the driver informed.

“Thank you,” the grandfather said and got out of the car.

Julia put flowers back in the cabinet. Steve glanced at flowers in his little hands, sadness in his eyes, and was about to put them back.

The cool guy was watching them.

“You can take them with you if you like the green stems so much,” said the man in the arrogant tone of voice, rolling his eyes.

“Really?” asked the boy, suddenly sitting straight, feeling like a dog with two tails.

“Really, really. Just take them and get out,” came the annoyed voice.

Steve took one flower, and him and his sister got out.

“What took you so long?” asked the grandpa.

“Steve just couldn’t say ‘goodbye’ to his new friends,” sneered Julia.

Steve looked at his sister with a confusion stare. “What? You like those flowers too, don’t you?”

“Yes! I do! But you treat them as if they were living beings! It’s a bit amusing.”

Steve decided not to say anything. There was no need to open his mouth. The reason he didn’t respond was because it was impossible for his sister to understand him. To him, those flowers were living beings. They were alive. They breathed out a wonderful fragrance and breathed in all of Steve’s worries. They made him feel different.

A tall, muscular man in a suit came up to them.

“Good afternoon. I assume you’re Joseph,” he said in a deep voice.

“Yes,” replied the old man.

“Follow me, please,” said the man.

Everybody walked up the white stairs. When they entered the house, they went to the third floor. As they were on their way, Joseph and Julia examined everything their eyes could catch, turning their head in different directions. Everything looked extremely luxurious, filling them with excitement and admiration. For instance, Julia seemed to fall for those things. So much love could be seen in her eyes. But not Steve. Certainly, Steve was looking at what was in the building. He glanced to the left and right. But he fell for the flower in his hand, and not for those dull things. Lost in his thoughts, he didn’t notice when they were already standing in the spacious room. There was only a mat, a person, and a large window right behind that man. He was a thin, red-headed man about 30 years old, doing a side split. He wore blue sports trousers, a tight multicolour striped T-shirt, and a pair of white socks. And he was smiling.

“Joseph! Hi, my dear friend!” said Luke, showing everyone his wide smile.

“Hi, Luke. So…I guess that’s the thing you were busy doing?” Joseph asked. He couldn’t believe his eyes.

“Yeah! You’re absolutely right, my dear friend! I’m trying to break my previous record and do the split for 2 hours!” he replied happily.

The granddad nodded his head slightly. “I see.”

“These are your grand kids?” asked Luke.

“Oh, yes! Julia and Steve.”

“Hello,” Steve and Julia said.

“Well, Luke, ummm…” a loud enthusiastic cry interrupted him.

“Yes! Who is the champion? I’m the champion!” Luke was getting up and enjoying his success. He has been doing the split for two hours. “We are the champions. We are the champions! No time for losers! Cause we are the champions of the World!” He was singing Queen’s song, and, by the way, he was so good at it. Really. He sang those few lines of a song really beautifully.

“Wow! Luke! It was amazing! You know, you can be a singer! You have such a powerful singing voice! I’ve never heard anything more beautiful than your voice!” said Joseph in the excited voice.

“Yeah! I liked that too!” confirmed the boy.

“And I liked your singing,” Julia said.

“Thank you, guys! But it’s just a kind of hobby. I like singing occasionally, but I have another job, so, yeah. Joseph, what can I do for you?” asked Luke.

“Yes. Steve has a friend,” suddenly he stopped talking and looked at Luke with fear in his eyes.

“What is that?” the red-headed man asked.

“Are you sure no one is eavesdropping on our conversation?”

Luke opened the door. No one was there. Then he closed it.

“I’m sure.”

“Okay. Steve has a friend—a little friend. A rat, to be exact. But today, your Jason took his friend away! We want him back.”

A smile disappeared from Luke’s face. He pursed his lips and squinted.

Joseph and the kids were not fond of his reaction.

“What?” asked Steve in a shaky voice.

Luke let out a nervous laugh. “You mean a small black rat?”

“Yes,” said the little boy sharply.

Suddenly, Luke started exercising. He was doing side bends.

“What are you doing?” asked Julia.

“Where is the rat?” asked Steve loudly in an annoyed voice.

“I’m doing the warm-up. I do it every time I get nervous. And I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

Steve gave his grandpa a cold look. “Alright! If you can’t help me, I’ll help myself. Where is Jason?”

“Oh, no. Trust me, he won’t tell you anything,” said the man.

“In this case, I’ll beat him up. Where is he? But, why am I asking? I’m going to find him myself,” Steve sounded confident. He was on the point of reaching for the door handle, but Luke pulled the poor boy to himself.

“Stop it! Fine. You’ll beat him, which I highly doubt, considering your body type, and what will happen next? Huh? You, your relatives and I will be in big trouble. Come back down to earth, boy. Who are you and who is Jason? I think you realise the distinction,” Luke said in serious voice, holding Steve’s arm tightly and staring into his eyes.

Yeah. Steve lost his temper. But it was his friend! He couldn’t remain calm when he knew that something bad happened or might happen to the rat.

“Let me go,” said the boy.

The athlete raised his right eyebrow, and looked at him in disbelief. “You won’t run away?”

“I won’t. I promise.”

The man didn’t unclench his hand for a few seconds, but, eventually, let go. Then he grinned.

“To be honest, when you came in, I thought that you were a weak, gentle little boy, who wouldn’t hurt a fly! It turns out that you have a hot temper. Never judge a book by its cover,” said Luke.

“He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He just values friendship very much,” Joseph said calmly.

Luke was puzzled. He has never met a person like Steve before. Steve valued the friendship more than his own life?

“That’s ridiculous,” the man thought. But it wasn’t ridiculous. Luke just didn’t know what true friendship meant. That’s why he didn’t get it. “It’s just a rat. Are you sure you want to risk it all for…that rodent?”

Steve gave him a look which explained everything.

“I see. Alright. Let’s think, then.” The red-haired man crossed his arms over his chest, and walked towards the window.

Joseph and the kids came up to the window.

“Listen,” said Luke, turning to face them, “I’ve got an idea. I’m sure that Jason already showed his dad your rat. But his dad isn’t the one who tends to do some difficult tasks. Difficult task is when he must waste his time on things which doesn’t concern him. He has a notebook in which all the phone numbers he dials when he needs some helps are written down. And I guess we need to get that notebook.”

“Okay. But how do we get it?” Joseph asked.

“I have no clue… But I do know that somehow, we have to lure him out of his study, so that I could find the phone number we need,” the redhead man said.

“What shall we do?” the poor boy asked.

“I don’t know,” the athlete said desperately, with his head down. After a few seconds, he lifted his head in surprise, and looked out the window. Some noises outside caught his attention.

It was Jason. He was singing a song, and dancing on the lawn. He looked bloody happy.

Suddenly, a grin lit up the man’s face. He turned around and exclaimed, “I know what to do! Look, Joseph, you and your grandkids are going outside, amusing Jason, talking to him, and you, Steve and Julian, have to ask him about his father. You have to say very loudly that you don’t know his dad, that you don’t understand who he is. You have to hint that his dad is a nobody, that he’s not special, and he’s just like an ordinary man. But, again, do it as noisily as possible. Your goal is to make his dad hear you, and lose his temper. When he leaves his study, I’ll attempt to spot his notebook and the phone number. What do you think?”

Joseph, Steve and Julia exchanged looks.

“Why are you certain that his dad will come out? What if he just ignores us?” Steve asked.

“No, he won’t ignore you. I’m his brother and I know him to the core. Henry is the most arrogant human being I’ve ever met. He believes he’s the best and if someone thinks otherwise, he’ll prove them wrong. It’s true.” came a confident voice.

Joseph, Steve and Julia had no choice, so they nodded in agreement.

“Alright. Let’s do it, then. And after that let’s meet in this room.” Luke said.

Everybody left the room. Luke went down to the second floor and his friends went outside.

Luke sat on the sofa, which was in the corridor, right next to Henry’s study. And started waiting. That was all he could do.

Joseph and the children headed to the backyard. The sun was shining brightly. It was a nice and a strange feeling to feel sun rays on the skin. But there was no time to think about that. They had to carry out their plan.

The moment Jason saw the familiar face, he jumped with excitement and was about to run towards Joseph, but then he noticed another familiar face and changed his mind. He wasn’t smiling anymore. An incomprehensible facial expression appeared on his face.

Everyone approached the rich boy.

“Hi, Jason! Do you recognise me? We had a pretty fun time last time, didn’t we? Let’s do it again!” encouraged the old man.

“Yep. Who
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