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It
is said that the first social group we find ourselves in is the
family and this happens immediately after our birth. From this
moment
onwards and until we come of age, our parents assist us in
uncovering
the secrets and the issues of society in order to protect and
prepare
us for facing them.
    
  




  

    
But
    are all families the same? No! Each one of them is different
    and
    unique because it has those characteristics and social
    qualities that
    make it stand out from the rest of them. All of them have the
    same
    rights and deserve the same respect, just like the family that
    we
    will get to know in our story. 
  





  

    
Somewhere
    in Italy, there lives a family of four, the Burni family. Emily
    is
    the heroine of our story, a soon to be ten-year-old girl, a
    little
    plump, with long brown hair and green eyes; eyes just like
    those of
    her father, Fabio. Her mother’s name is Sara, a handsome lady,
    a
    red-head with brown eyes. The last member of this family is
    Diana,
    the eldest sister. Diana is a beautiful, twelve-year-old girl;
    tall,
    with long brown hair and chestnut eyes.
  




  

    
The
    Burni family left their birthplace some years, after the
    couple’s
    marriage, to make a new start in life in a bigger city, where
    there
    are better job opportunities. Fabio found a position as a truck
    driver while Sara opened her own hair salon. They are not rich,
    but
    food is never scarce from their table!
  




  

    
They
    are a simple, happy family with many friends and lust for life.
    Diana
    is caring towards her young sister and both of them help their
    mother
    with the housework.
  




  

    
The
    summer is going to be over soon and school will start. Emily
    will
    have to go to school on her own this year because Diana will go
    to
    junior high school, which is in the same city, starting from
    September.
  


“

  

    
Phew,
    September is here already”, Emily exclaimed, “why did summer go
    by so fast? It was so very nice… We played all day long… the
    sea…
    the sun… and…”
  


“

  

    
And
    it is almost time for school!”, Diana finished the sentence.
    
  



“

  

    
I
    am going to miss you, Diana… From now on, I will have to go to
    school by myself every morning”
  


“

  

    
Uh,
    yeah… I am going to miss you too”
  


“

  

    
Everything
    will be all right girls, don’t be afraid!”, Dad joined the
    conversation, “Emily, my darling, you are ten years old now,
    you
    will manage by yourself. You’ll see… in ten minutes you will
    reach school where your friends will be waiting for you… and
    you,
    Diana, you must get ready for junior high. You will make new
    friends
    and get to know your new teachers… that’s how life is; full of
    changes and challenges!”
  


“

  

    
Now,
    stop talking and come to the table! Dinner’s ready!”, Mum
    called.
  




  

    
And
    this is how the Burni family are getting ready to tackle the
    new
    challenges that life is throwing in their way… But, will they
    be
    ready to overcome them?
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Two
months had gone by since school started. Diana was in the first
year
of junior high and by now she had made new friends and met her new
teachers; she had realized that lessons were a lot harder than
before
and the teachers stricter than the ones in her primary school. So,
she spent a lot of her time studying. This big change brought
stress
in the life of the young student.
    
  




  

    
As
    for Emily, something had changed too. She got used to walking
    alone
    to school, without her older sister’s company. Apart from this
    small change, our little protagonist still enjoyed spending
    time with
    her friends, Mariza and Antonella. They were happy together,
    having
    plenty of time to play after school since their lessons were
    easier
    than Diana’s.
  



  

    

      
     One
afternoon, while Emily was playing with her dolls, something
unexpected happened.
    
  


“

  

    
Really,
    Emily?  Could you not make less noise? Can’t you see that I am
    trying to study… please!!!”
  


“

  

    
Sorry,
    Diana! I did not want to disturb you… I was just
    playing…”
  


“

  

    
I
    can see that! That’s the problem. You are being too noisy while
    I
    am studying. Have you any idea how hard junior high is? The
    minute
    Mum walks in, I am going to tell her all about it!”
  


“

  

    
I…
    I am sorry… really… I didn’t do it on purpose. What’s wrong
    with you? Why are you that upset?”
  


“

  

    
That’s
    enough! I told you to stop playing! Go watch telly!”
  


“

  

    
Right…
    Whatever you say…”
  




  

    
After
    almost three hours, Mum arrived home from work. 
  


“

  

    
Hello,
    girls. I am back! Are you hungry? I am going to take a shower
    and
    then I’ll start preparing dinner…”
  


“

  

    
Hi,
    Mum. Dad called. He said he is coming back the day after
    tomorrow and
    that he is doing fine”, Emily informed her.
  


“

  

    
Good,
    we are lucky he has work… His salary is necessary to get by.
    There
    are so many expenses we must bear”
  


“

  

    
How
    is it going, Mum? How are you? Is everything OK?”
  


“

  

    
Everything’s
    fine. Nothing’s changed, Diana. What about you? What’s wrong?
    Why
    the long face?”
  


“

  

    
Why?
    Because Emily doesn’t let me study quietly! She has been
    playing
    noisily the whole afternoon!”
  


“

  

    
Is
    that so? Emily! Come here at once!”
  


“

  

    
What’s
    up, Mum?, Emily responded, coming out of her room.
  


“

  

    
Why
    are you being naughty? How many times do we need to remind you
    that
    your sister has a lot of studying to do and that things are not
    as
    they used to be? She’s grown up. She is not a little girl, like
    you, anymore!”
  


“

  

    
All
    right, I know it… I apologized… I didn’t want to disturb
    her…”
  


“

  

    
Let’s
    hope that you will bear it in mind from now on…”
  


“

  

    

      
What
      is going on with my sister?”
    
  


  

    
,
    Emily kept asking herself…
  


  

    

      

      “She is changing… She is always mad at me…  It wasn’t like
      that at first… Who knows if I become the same when I go to
      junior
      high… gross…. Is it how everyone becomes? Study all day, be
      always upset and never play?... The future scares me…”
    
  




  

    
In
    this way, Emily began to realize that the life of junior high
    school
    students was very different from that of primary school ones…
    Diana
    was no longer the girl who used to play with her after school…
    she’d grown up now. Even her parents changed their attitude
    towards
    her and professed she was always right. This made Emily feel
    neglected, until, one Saturday night, things started to get
    complicated.
  


“

  

    
Mum…
    I am going out tonight!”, Diana announced.
  


“

  

    
Right…
    who are you going out with?”
  


“

  

    
With
    Stephany, Maria and Sabrina…”
  


“

  

    
And
    where are you going?”
  


“

  

    
Uh…
    yeah… uh… I wanted to ask you if I could go to the Gigi Bar…
    and come home after 22:30…”
  


“

  

    
What?
    Where? Are you out of your mind?”
  


“

  

    
Of
    course not… what are you saying… I just want to go out with the
    girls…”
  


“

  

    
I
    am saying no! I have told you time and again that I don’t like
    this
    bar! It is not the place for you. You are too young. You are
    only
    twelve years old!”
  


“

  

    
Come
    on, Mum… all my friends are twelve years old and they go to
    this
    bar without their mothers making a fuss about it…”
  


“

  

    
I
    don’t care what your friends do, or their mothers for that
    matter.
    You are not going there! You may go to the city centre until
    21:30…
    but not to the Gigi Bar!”, Mum was bellowing the moment Dad
    walked
    in the house.
  


“

  

    
What’s
    the matter, here? Why are you screaming like that?” he
    inquired,
    taken aback. 
  



“

  

    
Your
    daughter wants to go to the Gigi Bar until 22:30!”
  


“

  

    
Is
    that so?”
  


“

  

    
Oh,
    come on, Dad! Don’t you start, too… I’ve grown up… all the
    other girls go out…”
  


“

  

    
Yes…
    I know they do, but they don’t all go to this place until
    22:30! It
    is dangerous! Are you aware of the kind of people who are out
    at that
    time of night?!”
  


“

  

    
You
    see I am right, Diana? You know very well that I do not like
    your new
    friends quite so much and especially those that go home late at
    night!”, Mum hissed.
  


“

  

    
I
    don’t believe it… why are you treating me like that?! I am
    stressed out because of the studying and that’s why I need to
    go
    out and have some fun… Saturday is the only day that I can get
    away
    from books…! What’s exactly the problem with my
    friends?”
  


“

  

    
The
    problem is that these girls have a bad influence on you… They
    say
    and do things that are not of your age yet…”, Mum tried to
    explain.
  


“

  

    
Well,
    there is no point to keep talking about it. It leads nowhere.
    We
    should let her go so she will see for herself!”
  


“

  

    
Fabio,
    what are you saying? Are you mad as well?”
  


“

  

    
It’s
    OK, Diana… You win… Go wherever you want and come back home at
    22:30”
  


“

  

    
Ah,
    thank you, Dad! I love you so very much! And you, Mum? What are
    you
    saying? Do you agree with Dad?”
  


“

  

    
Eh…
    all right… it’s a deal…”
  


“

  

    
Ah,
    Mum, thank you!”
  




  

    
Little
    Emily, who had heard everything from her room, started
    thinking:
    
  


  

    

      
“What
      is going on? Up until a minute ago, they were against her
      going…
      and suddenly, they changed their minds? Why? Was it wrong at
      first,
      but not anymore? I truly cannot understand this”
    
  




  

    
It
    was nearly 21:00 and Emily and her parents were watching telly,
    but
    Sara could not hide her concern…
  


“

  

    
How
    can you be so calm?”, she snapped at Dad.
  


“

  

    
Calm
    down…”, he tried to soothe her.
  




  

    
After
    a while, the sound of keys opening the door was heard… It was
    Diana!
  


“

  

    
Hello!”,
    she muttered with her head bent.
  


“

  

    
Hello,
    beautiful…”, Dad greeted her, looking at Mum with eyes full of
    meaning.
  


“

  

    
Hello,
    dear”, she added, smiling at Dad.
  


“

  

    
Hi,
    my dear sister! Are you back, already?!”
  


“

  

    
Yes,
    Emily, you see me, so that means I am here… I am going in to
    change…”, Diana exclaimed and hurried to her room, looking
    considerably annoyed.
  



  

    

      
Her
parents, on the contrary, had a wide grin painted on their faces…
the grin that said “I was right!”
    
  


“

  

    
What
    did I tell you?”, Dad asked, satisfied.
  


“

  

    
Eh…
    yeah… indeed…”, Mum sighed.
  




  

    
After
    ten minutes, Diana came out of her room and went to sit down
    with the
    rest of the family… She was unusually quiet though and very
    thoughtful.
  




  

    
Even
    though Emily was exhausted, her curiosity would not let her go
    to
    bed. She was anxious to know why her sister had come home so
    early
    after all.
  



  

    

      
Dad:
“So? How did it go? Did you like the bar?”
    
  



  

    

      
Diana:
“Eh… so… eh… to tell the truth… NO! I did not like it one
bit. I have to admit that you were right after all! People there
were
old… There were boys and girls of fifteen to eighteen years of age…
who smoked and drank alcohol!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mum:
“Yes… yes…”
    
  



  

    

      
Diana:
“And then… then… two sixteen-year-old ones came up to us and
wanted to get to know us… Stephany and Sabrina were excited… but
not Maria and I… We weren’t glad… We like studying… It is too
early for things like that… Only Maria thinks as I do… I feel so
stupid… I caused such a ruckus for going out… and in the
end…”
    
  



  

    

      
Dad:
“Do you realize that when we advise you it is for your own good?
The only thing we want is to see you happy… I let you go today so
that you could find out for yourself that you are not ready to go
to
such places… I knew you would come home before 22:30… I know you
well, you are my daughter”
    
  



  

    

      
Diana:
“Thank you a lot! Really, I am very sorry for what happened. You
were in the right! I promise you that, starting tomorrow, I will
start seeing less of Stephany and Sabrina… because I prefer to hang
out with girls like Maria, whose character is more like
mine!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mum:
“I am truly proud of you, Diana… and what about you Emily? Did
you get your lesson?”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Yes, Mum! I got it! When I am at Diana’s age I will not ask to
go to the Gigi Bar until 22:30! But… If Diana went to another bar,
would that have been better?
    
  



  

    

      
Dad:
“Ha ha! After 22:00, everywhere is dangerous, Emily!”
    
  




  

    
And
    this is how the parents helped the girls realize that society,
    nowadays, is full of mysteries and that things are never as
    they
    seem. There are surprises everywhere and new things waiting to
    be
    discovered. Danger is lurking, and it should be confronted as
    soon as
    possible.
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It
was a cold but sunny day in January. Fabio was away on a business
trip and would be gone for at least three days. As usual, the girls
got up early to take their breakfast and go to school.
    
  


“

  

    
Mum,
    I am done eating. I am going”
  


“

  

    
OK,
    Emily. I will be done with cooking soon and I will go to work.
    I
    won’t be able to be back for lunch”
  


“

  

    
I
    know, Mum. You told me so yesterday”
  


“

  

    
I
    just wanted to remind you. See you at night, then. Have a good
    day!”
  


“

  

    
Have
    a good time at work!”
  




  

    
After
    a while, Emily reached school where she met her friends, Mariza
    and
    Antonella.
  




  

    
Mariza,
    a slim but not very tall girl, with a black bob, brown eyes and
    slightly dark skin is very friendly. Antonella, on the other
    hand, is
    very tall, with porcelain skin, long, blonde hair, emerald
    green eyes
    and a dazzling smile.
  




  

    
The
    three friends exchanged greetings quickly and run to the
    classroom.
    Even though the lesson had already started, the girls couldn’t
    wait
    for the break to go out and play. The bell rang and, at last,
    they
    started playing ball with the rest of their classmates.
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Here, Mariza, here! Give it to me!”
    
  



  

    

      
Antonella:
“I got it! Ha ha, catch!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Yay! I got it again!”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Pass it to me!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Catch it! Ouch!”
    
  




  

    
During
    the game, the ball landed on a classmate’ head, Mario’s.
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Sorry, Mario. I didn’t do it on purpose!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mario:
“Did 
    
  
  

    

      

        
you
      
    
  
  

    

      

do it? Were you the one holding the ball just now?”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Yeah, but I did not want to…”
    
  



  

    

      
Mario:
“That’s gross! Leave me alone! Don’t touch me! You are filthy
and you smell bad! You surely have a disease and you are going to
pass it on to me!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“What are you saying?”
    
  



  

    

      
Mario:
“Ha ha! Of course, I forgot that you are a virus yourself! You are
the stinky flu! So gross! Daniel, don’t touch the ball. It is
infected by the stinky flu! Mariza held it and now it is
infected!”
    
  



  

    

      
Daniel:
“Ha ha! Since it fell on you, you are infected by the stinky flu,
too!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mario:
“For God’s sake, you are right! Now, I have to pass it on to
Lucy. That’s the only way to get rid of it!”
    
  



  

    

      
Lucy:
“Yuck! No! I don’t want to catch it!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“You are talking nonsense! It is not true! I am not ill!”
    
  



  

    

      
Eleonora:
“Ah! I just caught it from Lucy! I have the stinky flu! Why did you
touch me? Antonella, you are next! There! You catch it,
too!”
    
  



  

    

      
Antonella:
“Are you out of your mind? Why did you pick me?! Then, I will touch
the wall and I’ll get well!”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“What are you doing? I don’t like this game! Antonella?”
    
  



  

    

      
Antonella:
“What’s up with you? I did not start it…”
    
  



  

    

      
Mario:
“It is Mariza! Don’t touch her, Emily!”
    
  




  

    
And
    at that moment, the school bell rang.
  



  

    

      
Eleonora:
“The bell’s rung. Let’s go in!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mario:
“Thank goodness we got rid of the stinky flu! You are nasty and
filthy, Mariza. I feel sick even by looking at you…”
    
  




  

    
The
    children went back in class and the lesson started, but Emily
    was
    very pensive and restless.
  


“

  

    

      
What
      was that? What kind of game was that? Mariza doesn’t seem so
      well…
      She is tearful; her eyes are red… poor girl… I can’t see her
      sad like this… It doesn’t feel right… but, even Antonella?
      Why
      did she take part in this stupid game… We are such good
      friends, us
      three… how could she do this to Mariza?! I don’t understand…
      Really, I can’t understand why. What wrong did Mariza do? Why
      are
      they treating her in this weird manner? Mario is bad, very
      bad!”
    
  




  

    
Finally,
    school ended for the day and it was time to get back home.
    Emily took
    her leave of Antonella and Mariza, who seemed better than
    earlier,
    and after some hours, she was done with studying. Yet, contrary
    to
    other days, she was not in the mood for playing and so she
    abandoned
    her dolls and decided to watch telly. Her mind, though, kept
    running
    back to the incident at school.
  


“

  

    

      
I
      still cannot understand what kind of game that was… the
      stinky flu…
      I wish I knew how Mariza is feeling right now. I am sure that
      she is
      home, crying. I saw tears in her eyes. Yet, as if nothing had
      happened, she tried to act normally afterwards and pretended
      everything was all right. Let’s hope that it won’t happen
      again.
      Perhaps, Mario was too upset that the ball hit him… yeah…
      that’s
      it! I am certain! I wonder I did not think of it earlier.
      Tough
      luck!”
    
  




  

    
Emily
    felt reassured for a while. She was sure that what happened was
    an
    unfortunate incident and she hoped, deep inside, that it would
    never
    happen again.
  




  

    
Next
    morning, as usual, the girls were ready to go to school, but,
    just
    before they stepped out of the door, a heavy rain shower broke
    out.
    So, Sara decided to drive them to school.
  


“

  

    
We
    are here, Emily! Don’t forget your umbrella! If the weather
    continues like this… You are going to need it on the way back,
    too,
    because I can’t come to pick you up!”
  


“

  

    
Thanks,
    Mum. Don’t worry. I will manage to walk home even if it’s
    raining. It is not the first time this is has happened”
  


“

  

    
Bye,
    darling!”
  


“

  

    
Bye,
    Mum. Bye, Diana. See you later!”
  


“

  

    
Bye,
    little sister!”
  




  

    
Emily
    went to look for Mariza at once. She wanted to make sure that
    she was
    all right today, but she couldn’t find her anywhere. She found
    only
    Antonella.
  


“

  

    
Good
    morning, Emily!  You are here, at last! What awful weather!
    Sadly, we
    can’t play out in the playground when it’s raining like
    that!”
  


“

  

    
Good
    morning! Indeed, you are right! We can’t play outdoors!
    Actually,
    have you seen Mariza anywhere?”
  


“

  

    
No,
    I haven’t seen her at all today. I think she hasn’t come
    yet!”
  




  

    
At
    that moment, the bell sounded…The teacher, Mr Tozi walked in
    the
    classroom.
  


“

  

    
Quiet,
    everybody! Please! Let’s see who is missing today…Lucy and
    Andrew
    are absent… Their parents let us know…”
  


“

  

    
Mariza
    is not here, Mr Tozi!”
  


“

  

    
Emily…
    I didn’t tell you to speak…”
  


“

  

    
I
    am sorry, Mr Tozi… I only wanted to help…”
  


“

  

    
That’s
    all right…”
  




  

    
After
    around ten minutes, somebody knocked on the door…
  


“

  

    
Come
    in!”
  


“

  

    
Good
    morning, Mr Tozi… 
  


  

    
May
    I come in?”
  


“

  

    
Come,
    Mariza, come in… 
  


  

    
You
    are ten minutes late…”
  


“

  

    
I
    know but it is not my fault. There is a lot of traffic because
    of the
    rain… You can call my parents if you want…”
  


“

  

    
No,
    there is no reason to… I understand… Sit down…”
  


“

  

    
Thank
    you, a lot!”
  




  

    
During
    the lesson, Emily was quite uneasy and as soon as it ended, she
    ran
    to talk to Mariza, who seemed all right as she was
    smiling.
  


“

  

    
Good
    morning, Mariza! How are you?”
  


“

  

    
I
    am fine, Emily!”
  


“

  

    
Mariza…
    What happened to you… you were late today… I am sure you didn’t
    want to get out of your bed in the morning! Ha ha!” Antonella
    teased her.
  


“

  

    
It
    was not like that. There was just a lot of traffic
    today…”
  


“

  

    
Yeah…
    right… is that why you didn’t comb your hair, either? Ha ha!”,
    Antonella giggled.
  


“

  

    
I
    need to go to the restroom. Are you coming?”, Mariza tried to
    change the subject.
  


“

  

    
I
    am not”, Emily answered.
  


“

  

    
Neither
    am I. We’ll be waiting for you here”, Antonella added.
  


“

  

    
OK,
    I am going then! See you later…”, Mariza replied and left them.
    The moment she was gone, Antonella started gossiping.
  


“

  

    
How
    can this girl look like that…”
  


“

  

    
What
    girl?”, Emily asked, stunned.
  


“

  

    
Mariza…
    Look at her… her clothes… They are dirty and yet, she still
    wears
    them… ah, her shoes… They are old. How can her parents not buy
    her new ones? She looks like a zombie! Ha ha”
  


“

  

    
Yes,
    indeed. She looks a bit weird… Perhaps, her parents cannot
    afford
    to buy her new ones right now…”
  


“

  

    
Of
    course, they can. They are just dirty, all of them! Same goes
    for her
    brother… Gross!”
  


“

  

    
How
    do you know if they can or can’t afford it?”
  


“

  

    
My
    mum told me so! Since she did, it must be the truth. Mum is
    never
    wrong!”
  


“

  

    
OK,
    stop now because she is coming…”, Emily whispered.
  


“

  

    
Here
    I am! The lesson will start soon. Should we go in the
    classroom?
  


“

  

    
Yes,
    you are right, Mariza. Let’s go!”, Emily smiled.
  


“

  

    
Well,
    well, what have we got here? You’ve finally fixed your hair.
    Bravo!”
  


“

  

    
Antonella,
    I told you I didn’t have time in the morning!”
  




  

    
During
    lesson time, Emily did nothing but think about Antonella’s
    words…
  


“

  

    

      
Why
      did Antonella tell me all this about Mariza, today? What am I
      missing? I’ve known Mariza for so many years and she’s always
      been like that. But, to speak truthfully, Antonella is right
      about
      some things, like the dirty clothes she wore today. On the
      other
      hand, Mariza is my friend. I really do not know what to
      think… I am
      so confused…”
    
  


“

  

    
So,
    Mariza… Give us a city in the region of Lombardy…”, Mr. Tozi
    demanded, interrupting Emily’s thinking.
  


“

  

    
Eh…
    yeah… eh… Florence…”, she trembled!
  


“

  

    
No!
    Mariza, dear, Florence is in Tuscany! Did you not study for
    today’s
    lesson?”
  




  

    
The
    whole class started laughing while Mariza, feeling ashamed,
    turned
    red…
  


“

  

    
How
    stupid! Ha ha! Well, she is completely dumb, this girl is! But,
    Florence…?!”, Mario jeered.
  


“

  

    
Come
    on, children! Please… Stop it now! Emily… Could you tell us the
    right answer to this question?”
  


“

  

    
Yes,
    Mr. Tozi. Milano is a city in Lombardy”
  


“

  

    
That’s
    right, Emily!”
  




  

    
Once
    again, Mariza became the laughingstock of the class. This time
    because she hadn’t studied for the geography lesson, though.
    The
    smile she wore in the morning had already disappeared and even
    though
    there were tears in her eyes, she wouldn’t let them trickle
    down.
    She held them in with all her might. Mr Tozi didn’t seem too
    concerned about the general mood, but kept teaching his lesson,
    as if
    nothing had happened.
  




  

    
The
    truth was that Mariza hadn’t studied the previous day because
    she
    was feeling unwell. She felt so awful because of Mario’s and
    her
    other classmates’ words, that she did nothing else than cry
    from
    the moment she reached home. She was so ashamed of what had
    happened
    that she couldn’t pluck up her courage to tell her
    parents.
  




  

    
This
    morning, before coming to school, she hid her emotions behind a
    smile, even though deep inside she was suffering.
  




  

    
While
    she had been eating her breakfast, she dropped the mug with the
    milk
    and spilled it all over her clothes. Her mum tried to clean it
    quickly, but the result wasn’t perfect. They were, also,
    planning
    to get her new shoes the following Saturday. But none of her
    classmates thought of asking her how she felt about the
    incident of
    the stinky flu. For them, she was the stupid, stinky
    flu!
  




  

    
The
    lesson over, it was time to return home…
  


“

  

    
Bye,
    Emily. See you again tomorrow. I have to leave quickly because
    Dad is
    waiting in the car!”, Mariza said.
  


“

  

    
Where
    to? Florence? Ha ha! Stupid, Stinky flu!”, Mario
    giggled.
  


“

  

    
Cut
    it out, Mario. Leave me alone! That’s enough!”
  


“

  

    
You
    are filthy and you stink! Get away from here!”
  




  

    
Mariza
    walked away from Mario quickly to get to her dad’s car.
  


“

  

    
Ha
    ha! So, Emily… How about coming over to my house this afternoon
    to
    study together?”, Antonella asked, laughing.
  


“

  

    
I
    don’t know. I’ll have to ask my mum first…”
  


“

  

    
OK,
    ask her and let me know”
  


“

  

    
Are
    you going to ask Mariza, as well? She might want to come too…”
    
  



“

  

    
Mariza?
    What are you saying, Emily?… I, just… I was just thinking of
    studying with you… After all, you are my best friend… not
    her…”
  


“

  

    
Yes,
    but that’s not right… She is our friend, too. Isn’t
    she?”
  


“

  

    
I
    don’t know… I don’t care about Mariza… because she is not
    like us… you see that too… She is dirty… She doesn’t study…
    and my mum doesn’t like this kind of girls...”
  


“

  

    
Antonella!
    So, you are saying that your mum doesn’t let you be Mariza’s
    friend?
  


“

  

    
Not
    exactly… She just told me to take care of who my friends
    are…”
  


“

  

    
Ah…
    I don’t know, Antonella… Do you as think… I will do the same…
    I mean… that Mariza is and will continue to be my
    friend”
  


“

  

    
But,
    can’t you see that nobody wants to be her friend? I’ve wanted
    to
    tell you that for a long time now; Everybody makes fun of her.
    If we
    continue to hang out with her, they will start making fun of us
    too.
    Do you see?”
  


“

  

    
But,
    how long has this been going on? I hadn’t noticed. I just
    noticed
    some things yesterday and today…”, Emily seemed confused.
    
  



“

  

    
Are
    you serious? Oh, yeah, right… you were home ill for five days,
    two
    weeks ago… that’s why you don’t know… you didn’t see…”
  


“

  

    
Didn’t
    see what? What happened? Tell me! I’ve no idea what you’re
    talking about!”
  


“

  

    
Now,
    I am going to… so… Mariza was eating some chocolate very slowly
    as always and the chocolate started melting. Then, a piece fell
    on
    her clothes and she started cleaning it immediately with her
    hands,
    smudging it everywhere! At that moment, Mario and Daniel were
    walking
    by and saw her dirty like that and started making fun of her.
    They
    were saying: ‘There is poop on you’. When she heard that,
    Mariza
    was so upset that she started smudging their cheeks with
    chocolate…
    and from then on, Mario started calling her the stinky
    flu!”
  


“

  

    
I
    can’t believe that. Is it possible? That’s enough, enough with
    this joke… They are too much…”, Emily sounded annoyed.
  


“

  

    
But,
    you don’t understand! She is always like that… a dirty girl!
    She
    is different from us!”
  


“

  

    
She
    is not different from us, the way I see it. Anyway, we will
    talk
    about it another time if you want. I have to go now…”
  


“

  

    
As
    you want, Emily. Think of what I said… See you!”
  




  

    
Emily
    was shocked by Antonella’s words. She didn’t know what she
    should
    do…
  


“

  

    

      
What
      if I tell my sister about all this? Maybe, she could help me…
      Maybe
      not! She is always busy studying… I don’t think she has the
      time
      to listen to these silly things… if I talked to Mum and Dad?
      Yet,
      they… they work too much… when they get home, they only think
      of
      getting some rest… but did our teacher not notice anything?
      Mario
      called her dumb today and Mr. Tozi only said: ‘Come on,
      children!
      Please! Stop it now!’. What can I say… maybe, he didn’t hear
      it… but what if I told him? Nah… I think that my classmates
      will
      be mad afterwards… ah… I don’t like this situation at all… I
      will be sad if I abandon Mariza…”
    
  




  

    
Finally,
    she decided not to talk to anybody about it.
  




  

    
During
    the next few days, the children at school continued to make fun
    of
    Mariza. One day, while they were playing ball during break,
    Mario
    appeared…
  


“

  

    
Stinky
    flu… are you still here? You are infecting our school…”
  


“

  

    
Get
    away from here!”, she yelled, pushing him away!
  


“

  

    
You
    touched me! Ah, help! I got the stinky flu! Now, I’ll pass it
    on to
    you, Daniel!”
  


“

  

    
Yuck!
    I have to get rid of it at once… catch it, Emily!”
  


“

  

    
OK…
    that’s enough, now! The game’s over!”, Emily snapped.
  


“

  

    
But,
    you caught the stinky flu!”, Daniel retorted. 
  



“

  

    
You
    don’t know what you’re saying... I don’t have anything! Because
    there is no illness like that!”
  


“

  

    
What
    did you say, fatty? Who are you to tell us it’s enough? You are
    an
    infected fatty because you are her friend!” 
  



“

  

    
Have
    it your way, Mario! Why are you talking to me like that? I
    didn’t
    offend you… If you don’t stop, I will tell Mr. Tozi about
    it!”
  


“

  

    
Oh,
    look how scared I am! Ha ha! Listen to that… Talk to Mr. Tozi…
    Ha
    ha! If you tell on me, I will say that you’re lying and that it
    is
    all in your head… right, Daniel?”
  


“

  

    
That’s
    right! We will say that we were playing when they came and
    started
    swearing at us…”
  


“

  

    
Let’s
    go, Mariza. The lesson will start in a while…”, Emily took
    Mariza’s hand and walked away from them. While they were going
    upstairs, they met Mr. Tozi. 
  



“

  

    
Mr.
    Tozi, can I have a word with you?”
  


“

  

    
Tell
    me, Emily. What’s the matter?”
  


“

  

    
Mario
    and Daniel were making fun of us… They called me fatty… and
    Mariza, they called her…”
  


“

  

    
Emily,
    that’s enough already! Stop fighting!... Mario is a good kid…
    make up with him… please…”
  


“

  

    
But
    Mr. Tozi, they are saying that Mariza is dirty…”
  


“

  

    
Emily,
    the bell’s rung. It’s time to go back in. Enough with this
    nonsense. It’s better if you focus on the lessons!”
  


“

  

    
You
    are right, Mr. Tozi. We’re sorry. Let’s go to the classroom.
    Quickly!”, Mariza tried to end the discussion.
  




  

    
Mr.
    Tozi, in his rush to start the lesson, didn’t pay attention to
    Emily’s words. He thought that it was only a silly joke between
    the
    classmates. But the truth was different. Emily and Mariza
    didn’t
    feel all right at all. They were very hurt because of their
    classmates’ rude words and felt abandoned and desolate. They
    needed
    help immediately because the situation was getting worse and
    worse as
    time went by…
  




  

    
After
    a few days, Emily visited Mariza and while they were playing
    together, her mum, Kiara, arrived…
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“How are you, girls? Are you hungry? I brought you some
snacks…”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Ah, thank you, Mum! It’s just what we needed! Thanks!”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Thank you very much!”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“So, Emily… how is it going? Is everything OK? I met your mum at
the supermarket a few days ago… I asked her when she could fix my
hair a bit…”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Oh, yes! She told me that you two met”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“I see… apart from that… how is school going? Well?”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Eh… yeah… so and so… I would say…”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“So that you know… Mariza told me what is going on at school. I
mean, about those kids who make fun of her and call her filthy and
smelly. They have also given her a name… the Stinky Flu… Is that
true?”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Yes, it is all true…”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“She told me that you are the only one who plays with her and that,
because you stood up for her once, a classmate of yours started
calling you fat… What is his name again, Mariza?
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Mario, Mum!”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“Yes, this boy! I really cannot understand what kind of upbringing
they have! Have they no respect? What sort of behavior is this
towards other people?”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Yes, indeed, but he didn’t use to be like that… I don’t know
what’s wrong with him. We tried to explain the situation to Mr.
Tozi, but he told us that he doesn’t have time for this kind of
nonsense”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“I know. That’s why I decided to come to the school one of these
days and have a word with Mr. Tozi, and why not, even with
Mario…”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Ah, that is great! I hope Mr. Tozi listens to you!”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“Really, how is your friend Antonella? Are you no longer friends
with her?”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“She plays with me… Sometimes, she calls me over to her house to
study together”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“She doesn’t call me over anymore and when we talk, she puts me
in a difficult position by always saying rude things; for example,
that I am dirty… and then asks me if I ever take a bath…”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Yes, that’s true. One day, she started talking to me about you,
your shoes and your hair… She even told me that her mum told her to
keep an eye on who is her friend!”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“I know her mum. She believes herself to be an important person in
our society. She only moves in the best socio-economic circles. You
see, we are common, we are just mere workers. But, we are at least
proud and we fear no one”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Yeah, but Antonella is not a very good student. I have helped her
many times with homework…”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Yes, true! I always help her with homework, too!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“That’s why she calls you to her place all the time. She uses you
to get good marks and show-off her skills…”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“Maybe… I don’t know what to think…”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“The last few months have been hard on our family. Mariza’s
grandad is not well and he has to undergo a surgery which costs a
lot. So, we have been saving as much as we can. This is the reason
why we haven’t bought her new shoes already. I am very busy as
well. The moment I finish work, I go to the hospital to see our
grandad. My husband and I take it in turns. He usually spends the
night there. Next week, he is going in for the surgery…  Let’s
hope for the best…”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“I am sorry to hear that. Mariza had told me all about it. Let’s
hope that everything will be all right…”
    
  



  

    

      
Kiara:
“Thank you, Emily. As you see, the world is strange. People don’t
miss a chance to criticize others without being in the least
interested to know what is truly happening… anyway… I leave you
two to play”
    
  



  

    

      
Emily:
“See you!”
    
  



  

    

      
Mariza:
“Bye, Mum!”
    
  




  

    
After
    an hour, Emily’s mum arrived to drive her home. So, Kiara took
    the
    opportunity to tell Sara what had been happening at school at
    the
    time and let her know that she would take it upon her to settle
    it.
  




  

    
When
    they reached home and after eating dinner, Emily and the rest
    of the
    family started talking about the incident at school.
  


“

  

    
It
    is unimaginable! How could Mr. Tozi not do anything?”, Dad
    said,
    indignant. 
  



“

  

    
Yes,
    he acted as if nothing had happened!”, Mum added.
  


“

  

    
Well
    done, my little darling! I am truly proud of you, not only
    because
    you didn’t take part in this silly joke against your friend,
    but
    because you defended her, too”, Dad, proudly, concluded.
  


“

  

    
Well
    done, Emily! Go on like this!”, Mum agreed.
  




  

    
Emily
    felt relieved that she hadn’t abandoned her friend when she
    needed
    her. She was quite happy about it, yet, while she was getting
    ready
    to go to bed, she thought of the near future and what it had in
    store.
  




  

    
Some
    days passed by and Kiara, as she had promised, escorted Mariza
    to
    school to go and see Mr. Tozi. She told him all the details of
    what
    had happened to her daughter. Mr. Tozi called Mario and Daniel
    in, at
    once, to explain themselves and they, finally, admitted to
    having
    treated Mariza badly and asked for her forgiveness.
  




  

    
When
    they returned to class, Mr. Tozi explained to everyone that to
    make
    fun of another person or, even worse, to exclude them because
    they
    are different is not right. Because, as he put it, apart from
    skin
    color, religion, social position and gender, we are all
    equal.
  




  

    
Listening
    to their teacher, the students finally understood that what
    they had
    done to Mariza wasn’t that funny after all and they all said
    they
    were sorry. At last, she started feeling less and less excluded
    again
    and, after she had forgiven everybody, they started playing
    together
    again; as though nothing had happened.
  




  

    
When
    she returned home with a big smile on her lips, Mariza told her
    parents what had happened at school. She wasn’t the victim of
    that
    silly joke anymore and her parents were glad their little girl
    was
    embraced by her classmates again.
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