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A Girl Called Ruthless


Chapter One
 
I have always been Ruthless, ever since the day of my birth. It’s not only my name, but how I live my life. And had I been given any other name such as Susan or Mary, I think I would still be considered ruthless.
In second grade, Hudson Peterson thought it was appropriate to yell, “What kind of name is Ruthless?” from the other side of the playground. His posse of seven-year-old boys snickered into their grubby little hands, which I guessed, moments before, had been shoved down their pants, fixing their wedgies.
Although I take pride in my professionalism and my overwhelming intelligence, I always seem to be getting myself into trouble. And even at age seven, I put up with little to nothing. 
I marched over to the group of boys, my ashy blonde pigtails swinging. Everyone in the playground stopped and looked at me as if they could feel the tension about to rise. I approached the pack and their giggles stopped. Clearly they were shocked by my confidence and composure, and so they should be. 
“I believe you were curious about my name.” 
The color left Hudson’s face, “Uh, I just wanted to know why your name was Ruthless.” 
When I pestered my mother to tell me how she decided on such a name, she simply said, “I named you Ruthless because I wanted you to be strong-willed and put up with little to nothing in life.” I saw in her eyes there was more to the story, but I decided to let it rest. However, I do take the liberty of fabricating the tale for some added dramatics.
I sighed and examined my cuticles. “All you had to do was ask politely. I would have been happy to explain.” I did not wait for a reply. “It all started on the night I was born.”
 
The Tale of Ruthless’ Birth
 
I was born at sea during a terrible storm. The wind howled in unison with my mother’s laborious moans. My mother, also referred to as the captain of a notorious ship, the S.S. Explore, was known for traveling around the world in search of undiscovered wonders. 
My arrival was expected at any minute when, suddenly, unknown grapples were catapulted over the sides of the ship. Filthy pirates came with weapons drawn. The crew battled bravely to protect their beloved captain, but to no avail. The pirate leader found his way into my mother’s chambers. 
That slimy pirate leaned into my mother’s ear with a knife to her throat and demanded she reveal where her treasure was hidden. My mother, out of breath and almost positive this was the end of her and her newborn child, gave a defeated cry of surrender.
As my mother parted her chapped lips, ready to reveal her secrets, the pirate’s face flashed blank. His body went limp, the knife fell from his hand, and he collapsed to the side.
Confused, my mother sat up, trying to understand what just happened. She found me, her newborn baby, giggling on the floor beneath her. Lodged through the pirate’s heart was a scalpel, a tool doctors used to deliver babies. She realized that I had stabbed the pirate with this scalpel and saved our lives. She cradled me in her arms, and gazed into my piercing, green eyes. She knew from that day forth I would kill any man who threatened me or those I loved. The only suitable name for me would have to be Ruthless.
 
After my tale, the group of bumbling seven-year-old boys looked white as ghosts (I wonder if it was my mention of murdering anyone who got in my way). Mother says I have a problem forgetting who it is I am speaking to, and in this situation, I had done just that. Whimpering, they ran off to tattle on me. I didn’t mind though. I was quite pleased with myself. The entire playground had been engrossed, listening to my tale. They stood and gave me a roaring round of applause. At least that is how I remember it. I curtsied to the crowd and sauntered over to the teacher who, at any moment, would call for me. 
I must share, I often find myself in these types of situations, causing a ruckus of some sort, such as the time I claimed the title of president. Well, class president, that is.

Chapter Two
 
“I can’t walk right up and just ask for the position,” I said as I paced back and forth, the hem of my pleated skirt swooshing across the tops of my knees with each turn.
Owen Jackson simply sat munching on his peanut butter sandwich. My best friend since we were tots, he was one of the few who could keep up with my schedule and, frankly, my mouth.
We were in the courtyard, in the spot where we always ate our lunch. The clouds seemed to hold in all the water they could, still unsure whether or not they should burst. 
I blew out a deep breath and could feel the heaviness of the day’s moisture. I turned to Owen. He sat in the grass, his elbows on his knees, tapping a pencil to his doughy cheek, deep in thought. 
“You know I am down for radical change, but I can’t risk getting in trouble again. The school has called my parents three times this month regarding our ‘movements for improvement’.” 
The air-quotes seemed a bit unnecessary, but I understood his concerns. Last week we caused quite a scene when we arranged a protest outside of the school’s lunchroom, demanding a recycling container. 
I kneeled on the grass in front of him and placed my hands on his round cheeks, peering through his glasses, into his deep-brown eyes.
“Owen, well-behaved girls rarely make history.”
He swatted at my hands and rolled his eyes. “What the? That’s the corniest thing I ever heard. What does that have to do with me?” 
I stood up, shook the grass off my knees, and continued my pacing. 
“All the great people throughout history had to cause a little havoc to make great change. If we want to make a difference, we need to take it by storm! Besides, there are no rules about running for student-body president because there’s never been a student-body president before. How much trouble could we really get in? Nothing we can’t talk our way out of.” 
Owen gave a defeated sigh. “Oh, alright. What do we need to do?” 
I finally stopped my insistent treading, and plopped directly in front of him.
“We need to let our peers know that there are injustices in this school, and that I am the only one equipped to tackle them. The tricky part is that children are not easily excitable when it comes to political issues. We need to find something almost everyone at school is truly passionate about.”
I paused to untangle the threads of my brilliant plan, but Owen interrupted. 
“Oh, I got it!” he said. “Maybe we can burst the pipes, so the school has no running water. Kids sure love using the bathroom. Everyone would go mad!” 
I shot him a raised brow. “Although I appreciate the dramatic flair, that’s a bit…insane.” Owen wasn’t known for growing bright ideas. Luckily, I had one ripened and ready to pluck. 
I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “Nothing can energize a group of boys and girls at Belfair Middle School like the monthly occurrence of the Shaved Ice Cool Down Day. I personally don’t see the appeal. It’s only ice and colored sugar water. Nonetheless, it’s what the people want.”
I slammed my hand into my fist. “We need to show our peers that even something as sacred as their beloved ice could be taken away in a flash without proper representation.” 
Owen scrunched his forehead. “What are you saying?”
“We get Principal Hansen to cancel Shaved Ice Cool Down Day.”
“What?” Owen yelled, nearly choking on his own saliva. “And how are you going to manage that? I know he is kind of scatterbrained, but there’s no way he’s going to cancel the day. There’d be mutiny.”
I got up from my spot and began to skip off to my duties. I called back over my shoulder to Owen who was still fumbling to get up from his seated position.
“Oh, just leave that up to me, you sweet, dear boy.” 

Chapter Three
 
I barged through the door of the principal’s office and sashayed up to the receptionist, Janis Jacobsen’s, desk. 
“Hi. How are you doing today? I love that blue eyeshadow on you! How’s Johnny dealing with his new braces?” 
She sighed. “Well, you know, he can sure complain, but we’re managing.” 
“Great to hear, Janis. Let me know when you’re going to be needing my beignet recipe for your party.” I smiled my toothiest grin and strutted straight into Hansen’s office.
“I have to warn you, he’s not in a good mood today,” Janis called out before I had a chance to crack the door open. I shrugged and continued in. I was all too familiar with his moods.
Principal Hansen rummaged through a drawer he had removed from his desk.
“I know it’s in here somewhere!” His search grew more frantic as he started tossing out various items such as pens, notepads, and even a cat-shaped paperweight. 
When he saw me enter, he let out an exasperated sigh. “What is it now, Ruthless?” He ran his hands through his thick salt and peppered hair and rubbed his temples. 
“Good to see you too, Jerry. Love what you’ve done with the place. Very…uhh…avant-garde.” I scanned the scattered papers and overturned furniture littering the floor and leaned against the corner of his desk.
Principal Hansen peered from the side of his glasses. He sat up and straightened his dull tan blazer with mint green iron-on patches on the elbows.
“If you are here to pester me about banning all the fairy tale books again...” He began to trail off as his attention shifted to another corner of the room. 
“Those books are full of male dominated narratives with no value to the female psyche!” I took a deep breath and regained my composure. “But nonetheless, that is not why I am here today.” 
“Then out with it. What do you want? As you can see, I’m busy.” 
I perched on the seat in front of his desk with my legs crossed. With a smirk at the corner of my lips, I said, “I just wanted to do you a favor, that’s all.” 
Principal Hansen stood fumbling with books and odd shaped boxes in his bookshelf. “Go on…” he said with a mild hint of annoyance.
“As you know, tomorrow is Health Hapapalooza.” 
Belfair Middle School happens to be a public school but with an overall private school feel. Almost every student in attendance comes from a high-class family with a stay-at-home mom who has too much time on her hands. Because of this, our PTA is a little intense. You would think these ladies are being paid the big bucks for how much passion they put into their position as volunteers. Although my mother appreciates her child going to a school with so much parental involvement, she is always rather uncomfortable being in a room with these women. 
One thing these PTA women really care about, besides their dishware parties, is making sure their kids are healthy. This year's Health Hapapalooza was already looking like it was going to be a big production. Every wall in the hallway had a flyer detailing the day. There would be exercising, yoga, meditation, and healthy snacks at every moment of the day.
When I received my school calendar last fall, of course, I noticed the error. Sometimes it’s best to keep useful information to yourself and wait for opportune moments such as this one. 
“Yes, I realize tomorrow is Health Hapapalooza.” Principal Hansen spat and continued his excavation. 
“What you may not realize is that it also happens to be the last Wednesday of the month. Do you know what that means?” I asked.
He turned around on his knees from his squatted position on the floor, frustration showing in the folds of his forehead. “Of course I know what that means.” He picked up a brass vase and peered inside. “The last Wednesdays of the month are….” 
Suddenly, his mouth gaped, and his eyes bulged. “Oh no, oh no, oh no!” He tossed the vase on the floor in front of him. 
He started pacing around the room again, pulling at his hair and mumbling to himself. He stopped and pointed up at the ceiling with what seemed like a bright idea. He gave a cheery, “Aha!” but then shook his head and continued his more frustrated mutterings.
Eventually he caught a glance of me from his peripherals and seemed to remember I was there. 
“Obviously you already knew, so I am assuming you have a plan.” He found his way back to his desk and plopped down in his chair with a defeated grunt. 
“That is correct. Luckily for you, I have something that will solve all your problems. I even created a proposal to go over the pros and cons if you want to take a look.” Truthfully, I did not have said proposal although coming overly prepared to meetings was something I was known for. I knew Principal Hansen would be distracted by something. This was typical for him, especially on Tuesdays. 
His focus on me barely lasted a moment as another corner of his office begged for his attention and he moseyed over to continue his hunt for God knows what. 
“Uhhh, Ruthless, I’m a little busy right now. Can you come back later?” He was now sitting on the floor dumping out the contents of his waste bin. 
“I can see that. Why don’t I just run this idea by Janis and see what she thinks?” My plan hinged on this approval. 
“Uh...” He unfolded crumpled up discarded papers one by one. “Yeah, sure, do that.” 
I gave him a sharp salute, “Yes sir!” then skipped back around the maze of discarded debris and back up to Janis’ desk.
“Hi Janis. Jerry said it would be okay if I made an announcement over the school intercom.” I steeled my posture as well as my expression. I had to leave no room for doubt.
Although I could usually get away with my antics with Principal Hansen, Janis wouldn’t be so easily fooled. 
Janis twisted her lips up and furrowed her brows. Perspiration started to form on the peach fuzz above my lip.
Finally, I said, “You can go and ask him if you want.” 
She waited a few more agonizing moments then got up from her seat and walked toward Principal Hansen’s office, holding my gaze as long as she could. When she poked her head in, I tiptoed closer. 
Principal Hansen was seated in his office chair with his shiny black loafers resting on top of his desk. A Rubik’s Cube held all his attention. I had surmised he finally found what he was looking for. 
In an annoyed tone, she questioned, “Did you okay Ruthless making an announcement over the intercom?”
I clenched my teeth, trying to keep my nerves in check. 
Principal Hansen smiled down at his puzzle and answered without looking up. “What? Oh yeah, sure. Great idea,” he said, clearly in a trance by his long-lost object.
Janis parted her lips as if to administer some further questioning, but then closed them without asking anything more. 
As she pulled his office door shut, I gave a silent cheer and scooted back in place in front of her desk.
When she sat back down in her chair, she picked up the receiver to the intercom and handed it to me. I could have sworn I caught a mischievous sparkle in her eye as if she wanted me to get away with it.
Before I pressed the button, I cleared my throat and did a few seconds of vocal exercises. I took a deep breath and addressed my captive audience. “Good afternoon, boys and girls of Belfair Middle School. This is your humble peer, Ruthless Grace Rowe. I am coming to you today from Principal Hansen’s office to inform you that tomorrow’s Shaved Ice Cool Down Day will be canceled due to Health Hapapalooza.” 
Even though the office door was closed, I could hear the wails and moans from the students in the halls. The walls shook around me.
Principal Hansen popped his head out of his office door, and gave me a bulged eye stare, “Ruthless Grace Rowe! What are you doing?” 
Janis burst into laughter, using her hand to hold her stomach.
 I held up my finger to Principal Hansen and mouthed, “It’s okay, I’ve got it.” 
I continued my spiel. “I know this comes as a shock, but do not worry, peers. I have a solution to this problem that will address all your concerns. Please meet me in the courtyard after school, and I will explain. Thank you.” 
I hung up the receiver and began to make my way out of the suite when Principal Hansen called out, “Ruthless, wait. What do you think you are doing?”
I turned to him and held my hand to my heart as if I was in total disbelief. “Principal Hansen, have I ever let you down?”
“Yes, Ruthless, you have let me down. Repeatedly. You fix this or you’re in big trouble!” 
I sighed and turned around, “You mustn’t worry, Jerry, I’ve got everything under control,” I said, and flipped my hair behind my shoulders, then disappeared through the door. 
 

Chapter Four
 
Although Owen and I got along very well, we were actually quite different. He came from an extremely wealthy family, while my single mother worked as a waitress to make ends meet. 
Owen’s dad was the owner of the Jackson’s Jumbo Grocery Stores around town, and, in her younger years, his mother used to be Miss Baton Rouge. They lived in a palace with gardeners, cooks, and endless rooms. When meeting him, you would never have known Owen came from a wealthy family. He was very timid and humble, and absolutely hated to be the center of attention. 
Having a rich best friend inevitably has its perks. Funding a shaved ice party for an entire school’s worth of children and paying for campaign posters and flyers on short notice are a few examples. Of course, I’m not friends with Owen for his money, and every time he gets his parents to fund one of my extravagant schemes, I feel absolutely criminal. However, I always justify it in my brain that once I make it to the top, I will bring Owen with me and make sure his kindness is repaid. 
At the end of the day, most of the students at Belfair Middle solemnly made their way to the courtyard where I had set up my production. They had slouched shoulders and downcast eyes. I knew that their hearts were surely broken by the lack of their beloved ice, and that it would be almost too easy to get them on board with my plans. 
 I took my place at the podium that we had assembled on a makeshift stage. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. As I am sure you know, my name is Ruthless Grace Rowe. I understand that these are trying times, and that you are outraged by this situation.” 
A low chatter bubbled up from the crowd. 
“As students, our wants and desires are consistently being ignored. We are told that adults know what is best for us, and they are the ones who should make the decisions. We are intellects, and we have a voice. We should be able to make basic decisions for ourselves and, at the very least, receive what we were promised.”
I paused. Owen stood at the edge of the stage and held up a sign that read ‘applause.’ The crowd turned to each other in confusion as they began their lackluster applause. 
“Our issues stem from the fact that we do not have proper representation. Who among us has been consulted about the decisions being made for us? We need a unified voice. We need someone who will bring together our student body, and will stand up for our rights.” 
Owen held up the sign again and gestured for more enthusiasm. The crowd went wild, and by that, I mean the sound rose above a murmuring buzz.
“I stand in front of you today to offer a solution. I humbly volunteer to be your civil servant and to put forward myself for the cause. I hereby announce I will be running for student body president.”
Again, I paused as Owen held up his sign. Again, the applause lacked enthusiasm. Confused looks were still on the students’ faces, and I could hear the questioning whispers. I began to realize that they had no idea what I was talking about. Children! 
“If you sign your name on this paper, I’ll give you shaved ice,” I said. 
This time the students truly went wild, hooting, hollering, and waving their arms. Owen picked up the t-shirt cannon and began firing into the crowd. The kids jumped and pushed and squealed with excitement to receive their shirts with my face on it stating, ‘Ruthless for President’. 
I spoke into the microphone. “Get in line for some ice!” 
The crowd began to cue in front of the giant ice chipper that was surrounded by colorful syrup bottles. As every student reached the front of the line, Owen and I had them sign their names on the ‘Make Ruthless Grace Rowe Belfair Student Body President’ petition. They then received a button and the coveted shaved ice cone. Eventually, there was not a Belfair student in sight without a ‘Ruthless 4 Prez’ button and toothy multicolor grin. 
The next morning, Owen and I marched into Principal Hansen’s suite wearing proud grins and our presidential propaganda. In my hands was our official petition with almost every student’s signature. 
Janis looked up from her desk as we walked in. “This is going to be good,” she said. She pressed the button on her desk and rang for Principal Hansen. “Your favorite person is here to see you.” 
Principal Hansen peered out of his office suspiciously and sighed once he saw our bright, smiling faces.
“Come in,” he said dryly as he opened the door wide enough for us to enter. 
Owen and I settled into seats in front of Principal Hansen, and he glared at us from the other side of his desk.
“Jerry, as you know, yesterday I agreed to help you out with your situation.” 
“You obviously used my distracted state for your own personal gain, and I’m ashamed to say that I’m not surprised, Ruthless,” he said in a vexed tone.
“Now, Jerry. This isn’t just my personal gain, but a win for all of us.” I made a circular motion with my hand to signify that the three of us were in this together.
I placed our petition in front of Principal Hansen. 
With a clenched jaw and a swift hand motion, he picked it up and examined it. “What is this?” he asked sharply. I could see his eyes darting more quickly as he scanned further and further down the petition.
“Jerry, Jerry. Don’t look so cross. I am just here to alleviate some of the pressure from your taxing day to day. I can be your right-hand woman.” 
Principal Hansen turned his chair and looked out the office window with his arms across his chest.
“I knew we were going to get in trouble,” Owen whispered. 
“Shhh. Just wait,” I whispered. 
“Jerry, what’s the worst that could happen? I know how busy running an entire school by yourself must be. If you had a president like me working alongside you, these little calendar mix-ups would be a thing of the past.”
I could see Principal Hansen’s shoulders begin to relax. He sat still for a moment, chewing the thought over.
After what felt like a lifetime, he finally said, “Ahh what the heck. Janis! Make an announcement over the intercom that Ruthless will be the new student body president.”
Owen and I looked at each other, smiles taking up almost the entirety of our faces. 
From the other side of the door, I could hear Janis burst into laughter. “Oh my gosh. Ruthless does it again.” 

Chapter Five
 
It was a perfectly ordinary Louisiana day. The sun was shining through the smog-filled air, and the wind was blowing the fallen leaves into invisible assembly lines. Owen and I were taking our after-lunch stroll through the car pick-up line when I noticed something. All around us were black pavement, white lines, and soulless brick walls. 
“I got it, Owen!” I finally shouted, breaking the comfortable silence of our stroll.
“You got what?” It wasn’t until then that I realized all of my ponderings over my legacy as president were solely in my head. 
“I had been thinking that I needed a legacy as the first female president of Belfair Middle School, and I finally got it!”
“Ruthless, you are the first president of Belfair Middle School ever.” He gave me a dry look as he pushed his spectacles back up the bridge of his nose.
“This is true, but being female is still worthy of note.” I straightened out my purple cardigan as I re-tracked my train of thought. “But that’s beside the point! I need to accomplish something that will live beyond my reign. All I have managed to come up with thus far is organizing volunteers to pick weeds out of the mulch beds, for which I ended up being the only one who showed up, and ordering stools for the kindergarteners to reach the water fountain. These things are not enough for a re-election or even a measly section in the yearbook. I need something big, and I finally got it.” I flattened my hand over the loose waves of my hair as if my head were about to burst from excitement and I couldn’t keep the strands on my scalp.
“Okay, go on with it,” Owen said with a tireless look.
“Look at this parking lot. There is absolutely nothing, no art, no drama, nothing to inspire us!” I was twirling around with my arms outstretched as if presenting a never-before-seen land. 
“Yeah, I think that’s generally how all parking lots are. Anything else would lead to, you know, car accidents.” 
“You don’t get it, Owen. We need culture! We need art! I plan for a sculpture to be installed right here at the entrance of the school to greet us first thing each morning. Not just any sculpture, of course. We need one that will inspire generations to come. We need a sculpture that will carry the story of my heroic campaign and presidency long after my reign.”
“Okay, that’s a fine idea, but Principal Hansen is never going to let that happen,” Owen said a little too quickly. I at least hoped he would ponder my bright idea for a moment. 
“I already have that figured out. My plan for the sculpture is to be an artistic take on Principal Hansen. Although his face is not one I would call the figure of artistic guise. He can’t be too upset once he sees his face will live on forever in our school’s history.” 
Owen looked down at his feet. He kicked a piece of gravel. “Hmmm,” he said as he mentally tugged apart my plan, looking for ways that this would be impossible. “Okay, so let’s say you won’t get in trouble. How are we going to orchestrate this event and create this statue?” he finally questioned.
Luckily, I was already piecing together this part of the plan. I knew this was not going to be an easy task to accomplish, but if anyone would be able to accomplish this feat, I knew just the gal to do it. Daisy Hyatt. 

Chapter Six
 
“Do you really think I would be worthy enough to create such a distinguished project?” Daisy said as she paced around her living room, pondering my most recent request. 
I rebutted. “I couldn’t possibly think of any other artist as worthy as you.” She looked at me, and her kind eyes crinkled with her smile. 
Daisy Hyatt was one of my very best friends, even though there was an age gap of about fifty years between us. She was an interesting character which was why I was so fond of her. Daisy was dreadfully shy, but was anything but boring. 
She was an artist, and treated her house like a massive exhibit. Each room had a theme more exciting than the last. My favorite would have to be the ‘Under the Sea Room’, also known as the kitchen. The window above the sink had an exotic fish tank on the outside that made the whole room look like it was in the middle of the ocean. Her refrigerator resembled a giant pearl-colored clamshell. The floors were epoxied sand with tiny shells visible. She even had a ladder in the middle of the room that lead to a porthole in the roof, which made you feel like you were climbing out of a submarine.
She was a master of all forms of art. Although interior design was her strong suit, back in her younger years, she had gone to a very reputable art school, majoring in almost every avenue available. One would think that someone who dabbled in such a large number of mediums wouldn’t nearly be adequate. But Daisy had a gift. Prominent art collections featured her paintings. Her sculptures were displayed among the landscape of museums. Her interior design was commissioned by large hotels. She was a household name. 
This was all before she met the love of her life, Henry Dubose. 
 
The Tale of Henry Dubose
 
Henry was a man no one would ever forget. Not only was he handsome and charming, but he was also probably the tallest man you would ever meet. Coming in at 7’ 3”, he was a modern-day giant.
Now Henry’s identity was not confined to his astounding appearance. He was also a talented architect who took immense pride in his work. Daisy met Henry at one of her jobs designing a hotel. She walked into one of the rooms she was tasked to decorate to discover him on his knees measuring an entryway. She couldn’t keep her gaze off him, and barely noticed his alarming height.
Henry was almost the complete opposite of Daisy inside and out. While she was petite and elegant, he was stocky and lumbering with his unusual height. While she had almost white blonde hair and a fair reflection sprinkled with rosiness, he had olive skin with dusky brown hair. Henry could strike up a conversation with almost anything that moved; he thrived in situations where his personality was the star of the show, while Daisy had always been shy, even in those days. 
Despite their obvious differences, they were kindred spirits. They were married within two months of their first meeting. 
They lived a grand, ginormous life consumed by their passion for arts and their love for each other. Daisy often wondered how she had gotten so lucky in finding someone that complimented her so completely. That was until she realized she was not destined for a life of bliss.
Henry’s height had its obvious challenges. One of them being his susceptibility to hazards. He was always coming home with a busted lip or a bruised forehead, and Daisy would tend to it immediately, pulling something from the freezer to bring down the swelling. 
One day his injury could not be fixed by some frozen peas. 
On one frightful afternoon, Daisy got the call from the hospital. Henry hit his head on a metal beam being suspended by a crane. The impact knocked him out and he never woke up. 
Daisy became a widow only three short years after their wedding day. 
 
If Daisy had ever been shy before, this turn of events completed her transformation into a hermit. She became fearful of absolutely everything, especially people. I’ve always believed that she never wanted to find herself too attached to such fickle things as humans again. That was until me, of course. I do have a way of wedging myself into people’s lives. 
“Oh, alright!” She giggled like a schoolgirl receiving a juicy secret, and plopped down on her velvet loveseat.
“But what about all the materials and construction? Sure, I could chisel a piece of marble, but I can’t drag it out and install it in the middle of a courtyard.”
I stood up, brushing down my skirt. “Don’t you worry about that. We have that all handled. Just pick me up from my house this Sunday so we can be at the courtyard at 7am sharp.” 
I gave her a wink and headed out the door, for I had a day of choreographing ahead of me.

Chapter Seven
 
As you can imagine, putting together an art installation on such short notice while also being eleven years old has its challenges. 
Our first step in the operation was finding a construction crew that also had a forty-five-cubic-foot marble block. I knew of a reputable business in town and made a call in my most grown-up voice.
“Thank you for calling Rougey Constructions and Materials. This is Bill. How can I help you?”
“Hi, Bill. My name is Ruthless Grace Rowe, and I am looking for a construction crew to create a statue pedestal and also deliver a forty-five-cubic-foot marble block to Belfair Middle School courtyard on Sunday at 7am sharp.”
I am unnaturally talented with voice acting. There was a workshop at a summer camp I attended that taught campers the ins and outs of voice distortion. This talent has proved advantageous in situations such as ordering myself a pizza and even getting myself out of trouble at school.
“Uhhh ma’am, you do know that is in two days, right?”
I rolled my eyes almost completely out of their sockets. 
“Thank you, Bill, for checking if I am aware of the days of the week. I do know that Sunday is in two days.” 
He paused for a moment, perhaps searching his brain for how to respond.
“I’m sorry, ma’am. I just don’t think we are going to be able to make that happen in that short amount of time.”
“Bill. Sweetheart. I don’t have time for this! Name your price. I will pay whatever it takes to make this happen.”
I hadn’t the slightest clue on what these sorts of things cost, but luckily for me, I had the Jacksons’ credit card on hand. They were more than thrilled to fund their son’s and my artistic endeavors. 
Surprisingly, after this comment, Bill was more than available with a full crew for this coming Sunday. Everything was falling into perfect place. 
 

Chapter Eight
 
Sunday morning rolled around at last. Daisy picked me up in her baby blue beetle at 6.30am, and we made our way to the school.
When we arrived, Owen was already present wearing his construction hat and holding a clipboard. The construction crew was up and running, and we launched into our roles.
I took over management from Owen, and Daisy eyed the giant cube of marble and began to work on her sketch. We decided to have Daisy work on the marble here at the school instead of in the sanctity of her home because the thought of transporting a piece of material of that size seemed overly laborious.
All around me were the sound of hammers, drills, and men and women at work. I was pacing around with my clipboard, inspecting the quality of work, and most importantly, checking that no one was slacking. Everything was going according to plan.
That was until an unexpected visitor arrived in the staff parking lot. None other than Principal Hansen himself.
I hadn’t the slightest idea why he was there on such an early Sunday morning. I was mid-signature of a lengthy permit document when Principal Hansen got out of his Subaru.
When we met eyes, I could see his face begin to flush and his hands turn into balled fists. I sighed and handed the document over to the contractor. Now I was forced to switch from project manager to crisis control.

Chapter Nine
 
“Jerry, I don’t see what the big deal is! We are installing a statue of your bust. You should be honored.” I sat in the familiar office chair facing Principal Hansen’s desk, my hands gripping the armrests.
The construction crew and my friends were gone. I had taken the blame for the situation. Although Principal Hansen could very well see that Daisy and Owen had been there, he didn’t know who Daisy was since she was not a student but a fifty-year-old woman, and I reported that I told Owen we had permission.
Before I was carted off to my demise, I had slipped one of the crew members a Benjamin and asked him to transport the marble to Daisy’s house. I thought I could get Principal Hansen on board, but figured Daisy should work on the sculpture at home just in case.
Principal Hansen was pacing back and forth behind his desk. He was wearing cargo shorts and a lilac polo. It gave me an unsettling feeling to see him in these weekend clothes.
“Listen, there is no reason to get my mother involved in this. Once she gets here, why don’t you just hand me off to her? I’ll explain everything. You must be awfully busy since you have to take care of work on a Sunday. Let me take care of this for you as your president.”
I held my hands over my heart and bulged my eyes out to portray a look of innocence.
I can usually talk myself out of trouble with Principal Hansen, but he seemed boiling over with rage, even more angry than when I had taken the liberty to paint the French classroom walls from a navy blue to a crisp white.
Principal Hansen hadn’t said a word since he demanded that I follow him to his office. The only time he had spoken was when he called my mother and told her to report to the school at once.
I could already see the displeasure on my mother’s face through Principal Hansen’s window as she approached the building.
Usually when my mom was called to school, she was light-hearted about it, even if she was annoyed. She would seem amused by my schemes and my general aptitude to rise to any occasion. But as she made her way through Principal Hansen’s office doors, I could tell she was rattled.
Once my mother sat down next to me, Principal Hansen began to speak.
“Ms. Rowe, are you aware that your child has hired a construction crew and planned to install a sculpture on school property?”
“Just one second, let me explain this better. First of all…”
“Not now, Ruthless,” Principal Hansen cut me off.
He went on. “Ms. Rowe, I am sure that you know the extreme liability this school would face if Ruthless actually went through with this plan.”
My mother finally spoke up. “Yes, Mr. Hansen. I completely understand.”
I could tell she was about to say more when Principal Hansen cut her off. “This would be considered vandalism. Do you understand that, Ruthless?” Principal Hansen said as he turned his attention towards me with a pointed look.
I spoke up. “Jerry, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I don’t think…”
“Ruthless, that’s enough.” This time my mother cut me off.
Her cheeks were hot and rosy under the light speckle of her freckles. I had never seen her so unnerved.
“Principal Hansen, I am truly sorry for Ruthless’ action. I promise you that she will be seeing the consequences at home and nothing like this will ever happen again.”
I stared at her with my mouth agape. My mother always backed me up.
As I was about to say more, my mother darted up from her chair and yanked me by my arm. She thanked Principal Hansen again before dragging me out to the car.
 

Chapter Ten
 
During the car ride home, my mother was silent. Silence has always frightened me, especially in situations when someone is not pleased with me.
“Mom, did you see that dreadful courtyard? I needed to do something! We need art and culture. How will my legacy live on if I don’t rise to the occasion?”
My mother looked straight ahead without flinching.
If I’d had to have described my mother simply, I would have said she was a force. She was young and beautiful, but not in a soft sort of way. She carried a sharpness to her. I think it was her steely blue eyes, or that she never stood too still because she was always busy.
In that moment, I wished more than anything that her steely eyes would melt just a bit. 
I resumed my babbling, “I know that there might have been a better way to go about the situation and get it approved through the correct process, but that could have taken months! I’ve always felt that the best course of action is the one of action and….”
“Ruthless, stop.” My mother finally spoke in such a dry tone it caught me off guard. “You’re just a kid, Ruthless. I know that you are smart and strong, and you think that you can do these things, but you can’t. I’ve never been one to stop your dreams and your ideas, but this has gotten out of hand. You could have been arrested, or I could have been arrested, do you know that? Do you know how much attention that could have brought to us?”
My mother has always been terrified of too much public attention. I began to realize why this call to the principal’s office had been such a big deal for her. My face flushed and, for the first time in my life, I didn’t know what to say.
“I know I work a lot, and I don’t always have time to hover over you, but I need to be able to trust you to take care of yourself to some degree. I’ve raised you to be independent and to help out with the day to day. I can’t do this on my own.”
As we turned the corner onto our street, I held my chin against my hand and stared hard out the window. I tried to hold back my tears of frustration and focus on the scenery around me.
When I finally saw our beautiful yellow house, my heart began to feel lighter.
My house was my absolute favorite on the block, and I don’t even think it was a biased opinion. We lived in a well-to-do neighborhood, and our house sat snuggly between the modern masterpieces. It always reminded me of something out of a storybook.
My mother had bought our house at a low price because the woman who had lived there before us was a hoarder. My mother was still pregnant with me when she moved in, but she told me stories and showed me numerous pictures of the mess.
When she bought the house, the outside was painted a burnt orange, but I would barely call it painted since most of the house was just exposed wood. The hedges seemed to engulf most of the house, and the only way to get inside was through the back door. The living room had a reddish shag carpet that smelt like every cat in a thirty-mile radius had come over just to urinate on it. My mother says she can recall that odor at just the thought of it.
In just a few months, she turned the monstrosity of our run-down bungalow into a quaint English cottage fit for a duchess. The outside was a faint yellow with flower beds surrounding the perimeter. Inside were hardwood floors that one of the neighbors had managed to donate from the flooring company he owned. In the kitchen was the most darling breakfast nook, surrounded by shelves filled with books. My mother and I could sit here for hours and get lost in a good book.
I ached to escape into the blissful paradise my mother had created for me, so when she parked our Volkswagen in the driveway, I pushed open the passenger door and tried to get out before my mother could say any more.
My mother, anticipating my speedy retreat, called out to me. “Ruthless, you’re going to need to resign from student body president.”
My rising mood immediately turned sour. I stopped dead in my tracks and turned around with my arms falling to my sides.
“What? Mom, I know I’m in trouble, but this seems totally irrational! How could you do this to the students of Belfair Middle School that rely on my guidance? Just ground me, or take away my Christmas presents, but not this.”
My mom got out of the car and went inside. I stayed in place since there was no use in running after her and pleading to change her mind. If you thought I was stubborn, just imagine the stubbornness of the person who raised me.
 

Chapter Eleven
 
It has always just been my mother and me. I’ve never met any other family members except friends that are so close they feel like family. I’ve asked about my dad in the past; I hear from school that’s something most kids have. I always notice her cheeks flush when I bring him up. Her reply is usually along the lines of, “Who needs a boring old man in their life anyway?”
I’ve always been known for my elaborate storytelling, but the ones I made up about my father were my favorite. Maybe he was a Hungarian prince that met my mother on a worldwide tour. He fell in love with my mother on his visit, but was swept away by his royal family, forbidden to ever see my mother ever again.
Or maybe he was a special op working for the government that had to erase my mother’s memory to protect her life from foreign threats.
Even though my stories about my father are usually whimsical and make my lineage seem magical, I knew the reality could very well be the opposite. I am observant enough to realize that absentee fathers usually resulted from some sort of unsightly cause. My senses tell me my father is not a man I would like to meet. My mother always seems a bit shifty whenever in the presence of a man, which tells me more about my father than I ever wish to know.
One night, when my mother and I were curled up in a dreamlike state, I asked about my father. The question was nothing specific, but I begged for her to tell me anything. After a few moments of my pestering, she finally agreed and paused for a moment to think.
 
The Tale of the Fairy and the Sorcerer
 
There once was a fairy who loved being a fairy but dreamed of being a human. She wanted legs the size of small sapling trees and the voice to command a room. 
The fairy had heard of a sorcerer that could turn fairies into humans, so she made a long and dangerous journey to visit him. She flew over barren plains and mountainous peaks. After several days and nights, she finally arrived at the Sorcerers' dark and ominous cave.
The fairy called out to the sorcerer and asked if he could help with her wish. He looked into her eyes and saw into her soul. He saw that she had too much light inside her to fit into one human. If she really wanted to be a human, she would have to share some of her light with another little human that she would love for the rest of her life. 
The fairy was more than content with this compromise, but the sorcerer said that there was a price to pay. If he granted her this wish, she would have to stay with him in his dark cave for as long as she lived. 
The fairy thought about this for a long time. Finally, through her tears, she agreed to the conditions.
Suddenly she could feel herself getting bigger and bigger. Her wings disappeared and her feet floated to the ground. In her belly, she could feel a warmth that she had never felt before. She knew that her tiny human was growing and, in that moment, she already felt a love so great that she cried and cried.
The fairy who was now human, began her life as a prisoner in the cave. When she had made the deal with the sorcerer, she had believed she could handle the isolation and lack of sunshine. But as the days went on, she began to fear for her unborn child’s happiness. She knew that she needed to get away from the sorcerer and that she couldn’t wait around for someone to save her. She thought and thought until she finally came up with a plan.
While the sorcerer would sleep, she stayed up late and constructed a trap out of straw.
One day, she asked the sorcerer if he wanted to see a magic trick. The sorcerer agreed, and she showed him the bracelets she had made. She told him that if he put these on his wrists and ankles and closed his eyes, she would count to ten and the bracelets would disappear. The sorcerer chuckled but was pleased that his new pet had taken such an interest in magic as well. 
He did as he was told and slowly counted to ten. When he opened his eyes, he saw that the girl was gone. He began to panic and tried to pull his hands and ankles apart to stand up, but as he pulled, the bracelets became tighter and tighter.
The woman ran out of the cave as fast as she could. She ran and ran without looking back until she came upon a meadow. 
In that meadow, she saw a pack of wild horses. Because she used to be a fairy, she was still able to communicate with the horses and asked if one of them would take her somewhere far away from that place. 
A white stallion agreed and just as she hopped on his back, he took off through the meadow and never stopped until they were many miles away. The girl was never discovered by the sorcerer and lived a peaceful life as a human with her beautiful little girl.
 
Although I knew this story was nothing but fantasy, I could tell that there was a jagged edge of truth somewhere within. 
 

Chapter Twelve
 
When my mother shook me awake the next morning, I was encased in my covers.
I didn’t even turn over before I said, “Mother, I am terribly ill. I cannot go to school today at the risk of infecting others.” 
I heard her sigh. “You better be out of this house in thirty minutes,” she said before shutting my bedroom door. 
I shot out of my covers and crossed my arms over my polka dot pajama shirt while staring at the door. She hadn’t even asked what my symptoms were. If she did, I would have moaned over my terrible chest pains. These pains were those of a broken heart of course, but I was sure it was still contagious. 
 
I was in no mood to dress in my normal put-together ensemble. I pulled out the first clothes my fingers touched from my wardrobe. I left my room wearing a graphic t-shirt from summer camp last year that, ‘Fun in the Sun at Boys and Girls Club,’ and a stripped pair of sweatpants.
My hair was unbrushed, and I even gave it an extra tussle before making my grand entrance into the kitchen. 
When I walked out into the kitchen, I made a point to slam my feet as hard as I could. 
After a few heavy steps, I was already out of breath and noticed my mother was not paying me any mind. 
She turned to me, handed me my paper sack lunch, and said, “I will be calling the school by the end of the day to make sure that you resigned from your position.” 
I tried my best to throw a regular ol’ tantrum just like a normal kid would do. I laid face down on the floor, while banging my fist, and spewing a constant whine. But my mother didn’t notice. She just stepped over my outburst without taking a glance back, as she headed out the door.
Once I heard her car drive away down the driveway I got up, brushed myself off, and plodded outside the door.
 
When I arrived at school that morning, Owen darted up to me with questions already falling from his lips. “What in the world happened to you? How much trouble did you get in?” 
I droned past him and continued my trudge towards Principal Hansen’s office. Owen followed after me, I believe, concerned that I might have a nervous breakdown. 
“I need to see Principal Hansen,” I plainly said to Janis once I got up to her desk. She was unbothered until she looked up and saw it was me. 
Startled, she began to ask me what was wrong, but saw that my face read, ‘Do not mess with me’, and changed her mind. 
She pressed the button to call Principal Hansen and tell him I was here. He plainly replied to let me in. I ploughed into his office, with Owen right behind my heels. 
Principal Hansen was at his desk, flipping through papers that I guessed held no real relevance, and was just a show to appear busy. 
“I have come to resign from student body president,” I stated dryly, and turned to walk away. 
“What? Principal Hansen you can’t let this happen!” Owen gasped. 
Principal Hansen nervously fidgeted in his chair, truly unprepared for me, Ruthless Grace Rowe, to ever simply give up. But I hadn’t given up. I had been forced. 
I slammed the door behind me and walked towards my first class of the day. 
Owen darted after me. “Ruthless, you can’t do this! We did so much to get here. What happened yesterday?” 
I responded without stopping. “My mom said I must resign!” I had tears in my eyes and was positive that if I stood still, I would crumble like a dainty angel cake.
Owen grabbed my arm to slow me down. “Listen, we’ll figure something out. We’ll walk home together after school, and we’ll come up with a plan.”

Chapter Thirteen
 
On our walk home, Owen did his best to cheer me up. 
“What did the policeman say to his belly button?” he said while looking at me with wide eyes. 
I didn’t comment and kept walking straight ahead.
“You’re under a vest!” He gave a forced laugh and slapped his knee. When he noticed that I hadn’t even smirked, he exhaled and twiddled his thumbs nervously. 
I think Owen realized that it wasn’t going to be easy to get my mind off my epic failure.
“I know there has to be a way that you can speak for the students of Belfair Middle without technically being president.” He tapped his lips with his pointer finger and scrunched his face in a concentrated look. “Oh, I got it! You could decide to be the dictator of Belfair Middle!” He looked at me with a giddy smile and his eyes alight. 
I kept staring straight ahead but huffed out a big breath and gave an exaggerated roll of my eyes. I was a woman of democracy. Dictator of Belfair Middle School wouldn’t look too great on my college applications. 
If I would have tried, I could have come up with another way to ‘technically’ still be the president. I could have thought of a way to bamboozle my mom and especially Principal Hansen, but it frightened me how rattled my mom had seemed about the whole situation. Of course, this wasn't my first rodeo of getting in trouble at school, but my mom truly seemed scared by what could have happened to me. In hindsight, I could see what I had done was technically illegal. Don’t get me wrong, I was still absolutely furious at my mom and Principal Hansen for not recognizing the true visionary I was becoming, but I knew I shouldn’t stir the pot much more on this topic. 
I finally turned back into Owen’s rambling of how I could regain my power. “You could hold your supreme leader meetings in the school basement. No one would ever know!” 
I decided to not interrupt and let him tire himself out. 
 
We were almost to my house when something startled me. To my right was a great oak tree. It had been there for my entire life, and for hundreds of years before that. It had wide low hanging branches that were begging to be crawled upon by children’s feet. The canopy of leaves was always dense, providing a cool shade for whoever was beneath it. This was always one of my favorite places to play and socialize with close ones growing up. 
There were several years that I insisted I had my birthday parties here. My mom would lug out almost all our living room and kitchen furniture under this tree. Everyone in the neighborhood and all the little tots at my school would come to celebrate. 
This tree was also the best place for storytelling. One time, Daisy and I sat under the tree to rest after an afternoon stroll. She told me the legend about how this tree came to be in our town’s clearing. 
 
The Tale of the Tree at Trellis Park
 
There once was a poor boy who lived in the shadows of a majestic palace. In this palace lived a beautiful girl whose face resembled a bright harvest moon. Many visitors had fallen in love with this girl, but this poor boy loved her most of all.
He had seen her passing by one day in her elegant carriage and could see in her eyes a kindness that was enough to fill a room. The boy knew that he needed to find a way to meet this girl but that he was far too poor for them to ever be in the same vicinity. 
He decided that he had no choice but to visit the local priestess. He told the priestess of his love for this girl and that he would do anything just for the chance for her to notice him. The priestess proposed a deal. She told him that she would make him wealthy and notorious for a full day. He would have his chance to gain the girl’s attention, but if he didn’t get her to agree to marry him by midnight, he would turn into an acorn. Without hesitation the boy agreed. He knew that his love was so strong it could hurdle any obstacle. 
The boy’s clothing suddenly transformed into lavish garments. Sapphire lines appeared over his torso. A jeweled headpiece formed snuggly on his head. His appearance was groomed and well-kept. He found himself with a regal carriage and a driver awaiting him. The boy hopped in and drove himself to the girl's estate. 
When he arrived, the girl's father could see him through his window. He could see how wealthy this boy looked and called for all his servants and his daughter to greet him at once. 
The girl was not impressed with his fancy clothes or his lavish carriage. She grew tired of men trying to impress her with their wealth, but nonetheless, her father arranged for them to have an evening together. 
The boy set up a marvelous evening for the girl. He planned to shower her with gifts and fine wine just to show her how much he cared for her. The girl was not impressed by the boy’s efforts, but she decided to amuse him and carry on in conversation. 
As the night went on, the girl began to see just how kind and caring this boy was. He asked her questions and cared about her passions. She almost instantly fell in love. 
When he dropped her off back at the estate, her father gave the man a tour of their home. The boy could not believe someone could live in such a grand place. As the tour went on, the father talked more and more about the opportunities the girl had in her lifetime while living in the home. 
The boy’s cheerful spirits began to waver. He realized that his wish had been selfish. He was going to trick the girl he loved to fall in love with him and then all his opulence would go away once she agreed to marry him. He would again be poor and subject her to a life of squander. 
That night, the girl came to the boy’s room. He agreed to let her in, although he was heartbroken that they could never be together. The girl began to confess her love for the boy and told him he was unlike anyone she had met before. The boy’s heart sang. He knew that if he died today, he would have lived a full life. He told the girl that he too was in love with her, from the first day he saw her in the streets. Suddenly the clock struck midnight and the girl saw as her beloved turned into an acorn. She couldn’t believe it. 
The girl knew about the priestess in town and figured that this had been her doing. The next day she put on a disguise and made a journey to the priestess’ home. When she arrived, she begged the priestess to turn her love back into a human. But the priestess explained the deal the boy had made with her and that it could not be undone. The girl was stunned. Why hadn’t the boy proposed to her after she confessed her love? He knew she would have said yes. The priestess told the girl that love is more powerful than the wants of the flesh and the girl instantly knew why. She wept and wept, and knew she would never find a love as selfless. 
The girl found a spot on her family’s property and planted the acorn. The acorn grew into this tall, beautiful tree. The girl would come and sit under the tree every day. She never loved another man again and spent her whole life loving the tree that she knew truly loved her back. 
 
When Daisy told me this story, I was completely unimpressed. How idiotic could people be to give up their entire lives for someone they barely even knew? Daisy told me it was romantic, and I told her she needed to get a grip. Daisy laughed. I was only five so telling someone to ‘get a grip’ was still utterly adorable. 
This tree was such a monumental part of my early childhood memories. As Owen and I came up to it, something was completely out of the ordinary. There was a large sign planted near its roots that read ‘Future Home of the Windsor Mini-Mall.’
I froze. 
Owen finally noticed that I had stalled and came over to read the sign. “Cool. Maybe we’ll finally get one of those places that sells the miniature stuffed pretzels,” he said. 
I glared at him. “Do you know what this means?” I snapped.
“Yesss?” His reply did not ensure much confidence. 
“If they build a mini-mall here, they can’t have a tree poking out through the middle of it!” I searched Owen’s face for some realization. 
He finally replied. “Oh, so they would have to cut the tree down.” 
“Yes, they would have to cut the tree down,” I said before he even finished his sentence. 
I began to pace. “This tree has to be a local landmark. It’s hundreds of years old. There has to be some sort of law they’re breaking or someone we could talk to.” Owen started to smile. I think he was rather relieved that I found something new to obsess over. 
I had seen people chain themselves to a tree in order to save it from being cut down. I must say this did seem on brand for me, but that felt awfully boring. I decided that since I was a woman of democracy, I would use my voice and speak to my local representative about my concerns. I knew that the mayor’s office was but a hop and a skip away from my home. I decided my moping walk home needed to turn brisker. I had a presentation to prepare.
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
“Hello ma’am, I have an appointment with the mayor.” I gave the receptionist direct eye contact and rested my briefcase on the counter between us. 
The mayor’s office was a drab little piece of dwelling. When I thought about the prospect of visiting a government building, I imagined marble floors and elegant columns. To my surprise, this government office was housed in a strip mall neighboring the local fast food convenience store.
“Are you the little girl that’s doing an interview for your school paper or something?” the receptionist said without looking up from the papers in front of her. 
“No, I am not here with the school newspaper. I have a rather pressing matter that needs to be discussed with the mayor and I have made prior arrangements for this appointment.”
I made sure to look assertive and not let my eye contact waiver. I pulled my leather briefcase off the counter, prepared to walk back to the mayor’s office. I was wearing my navy-blue pantsuit with tiny pink stitching at the hem. I had begged my mother to buy it for my eleventh birthday, and it was the first time it had seen the light of day.
The receptionist gave a heavy sigh and flipped one single sheet over in the appointment book in front of her. She scanned the page up and down for what felt like an improper amount of time based on the words I could clearly see from my side of the front desk. 
I decided to offer my assistance. “It’s right there,” I said as I stood on my tippy-toes and pointed to the first name scribbled on the appointment book. 
She looked up and gave me a look of utter disgust. She sighed again and then wobbled up from her rolling chair. She started walking down the narrow hallway adjacent to the receptionist desk. Although she didn’t say anything, I surmised that I was meant to follow her.
The mayor's office was exactly what one would expect. His walls were littered with awards and family pictures. He had a small bookshelf with various volumes about city planning and leadership that I doubted had ever been cracked open. 
When I walked in, he was on the phone and held up a finger to let me know it would just be a moment more. “Alright, yes we’ll get that taken care of before the end of the week. Thanks so much, Richard. Alright. Buh-bye.” He hung up and turned his attention towards me. 
“Hey, little miss. Thanks for coming to see me today. What can I do for you? Do you need an interview for a class project?”
I found his tone rather patronizing. However, I was used to being spoken to in this manner initially by adults. 
“Mayor Lankford, a pleasure to meet you,” I held out my hand to firmly shake his. “My name is Ruthless Grace Rowe, and I am here as a public representative of the people of this fine city.” 
He chuckled slightly and fidgeted with his striped tie. 
I went on. “My main concern for this visit is the tree in Trellis Park that is at a dire risk of being destroyed. Do you know the tree which I am referring to?” 
“Uhh, I don’t believe I…”
Before he could finish, I pulled out my poster-size picture of the tree that I had blown up at the local print shop the day before. I took some tape from his desk and adhered the picture to the wall in front of his line of vision. I admired it before turning my attention back towards him. 
“This tree, right here.” I pulled up my retractable pointer and tapped the picture with it. “Not only is it a natural beauty, but it also holds historical significance. Based on my research, this tree has been around since Baton Rouge was founded in 1699.” I took a photocopy of the tree from 1699 that I had found at the library and slid it across his desk. 
“I have also created this graph of the different environmental effects of cutting this tree down and building the mini-mall in the park.” I pulled out a hearty cardstock from my briefcase and slid it over to Mayor Lankford. 
He touched the document with the tips of his fingers and looked down. His smile faded a bit once he got a closer look and as he read, his face pinched into a scowl. He slid the document back over to me and immediately turned on his cheesy grin. “Oh, Ruth. You are definitely a special little character.” 
“Actually, my name is Ruth…” 
He ignored me and went on. “I admire your spunk. As you know, Ruth, this political game requires a lot of ropes to be jumped over.” He was now looking out the window which made him unable to see the steam leaving my ears.
“If I could do everything I thought needed to be done at the drop of a hat, this city would be a better place. But sadly, everything takes permits and a huge amount of tax dollars to accomplish.” 
He finally turned back towards me and noticed the unpleasant look on my face. 
“Listen, Ruth, I know you spent a lot of time preparing your presentation, and I can see you really care for the environment and stuff like that, but I’m going to be honest with you.” He was now leaning over his desks with his arm fully supporting his weight. “I’ll try my best to save the tree, but the people of the city are sure excited about their mini-mall. Plus, the city will revenue millions of dollars on this endeavor.” 
I stood up from my chair, prepared to pitch a full-blown fit, but before I knew it, Mayor Lankford had a hand on my back and was wheeling me out of his office. 
“I’ll do everything I can to help this tree, but I just want you to be realistic now. Thank you for your time, Ruth. Remember to vote for Mayor Lankford this election.” 
He slammed the door in my face. I stood there for a moment, bewildered that I was unable to gain control with the situation. What was going on with me lately? 
“It’s Ruthless, you abominable idiot!” I yelled at the oak door before turning around and dredging down the hallway with my shoulders to my ears. 
Although the mayor said he would ‘do everything to help the tree’, I knew that was a bunch of baloney. I understood how these politicians worked. 
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
The next few weeks were ones of mourning. Mourning not only for my beloved tree, but also for my entire identity that I grew so accustomed to. I always found a way around a situation. Yet, here I was, an eleven-year-old girl, as average as the rest of them. How absolutely boring. 
I spent my days in my darkest outfits and trudged around without making much contribution to any conversation. My friends were worried for me. Owen tried his best to be extremely pitiful in order for me to save him and feel better about myself. He struggled with his homework, had the most difficult time opening bottles, and even pretended that his bedroom was haunted and needed to be ghost-busted. I didn’t bite. 
Daisy bustled around whenever I was over. She wasn’t used to being the one to come up with all the conversation, so my depression made her rather nervous. 
She tried to get me to join in on her projects. She had the giant slab of marble from the courtyard failure and was still working on her statue of Principal Hansen. 
“I don’t see why such a beautiful piece of material should go to waste!” she said.
I tried to argue that, although she was correct, wasting her talent on Principal Hansen was questionable and an overall waste of time. The marble was a great reminder of my failures, too, which was not something I wanted to be reminded of in my current state. 
Although my friends were trying to help, they were exhausting, and they didn’t make me feel a tad bit better. At least my mother completely ignored my dramatics and let me sulk in peace. I began to spend most of my time at home, mourning the loss of the Ruthless I once knew, and trying to invent a new persona to grow into. 
 
One night at dinner, as I was spooning my peas back and forth from one side of my plate to the other, my mother decided she’d had enough. She wasn’t going to let me sulk anymore. 
She slammed her tall glass of water, making a few droplets smack onto the table surrounding it. 
“Ruthless, when is this charade going to be over?”
I was startled. I looked up at her, wide-eyed. “What do you expect me to do? I don’t know who I am anymore. I was a lousy school president, and I can’t even accomplish a simple task like preventing a tree from being cut down. I’m pathetic.” I dropped my head down onto the table in front of me and wrapped the top of it with my arms. 
“Ahh yes, being the ripe age of eleven and having your world crumbling apart,” she said, a wisp of sarcasm at the back of her throat. 
There was a brief silence as my mother angrily cut a piece of her lambchop. Her fork and knife finally clanked down on her plate. “Have I ever told you about my childhood?” she said, breaking the thick silence. 
Although I was sure my mother was about to teach me a rough and tough lesson about being grateful for what I had, color started to return to my face, and my head popped up from its low-hanging position. If there was anything to get me out of my funk, it was the prospect of learning even a morsel about my mother’s past.
 
The Tale of the Magical Book
 
When my mother was five, she got a glimpse of a hidden staircase after her mother scampered out of it. It was located behind a door that she had always known to be locked. When she asked what the staircase led to, her mother’s face became flushed.
“Don’t ever go up there, and do not mention it to your father.” 
My mother had always been a curious soul, and this order made her need to explore the unknown dwelling in her house. 
One night, when everyone was fast asleep, my mother lit a lantern and tip-toed through the creaking wooden house. When she turned the handle to the locked door, she was surprised to find that it was open. Her heart fluttered from this unexpected treasure. She quietly pulled it open and scaled the steps. 
When she got to the top, she found herself in an A-framed attic with cardboard boxes all around. She crouched down to the box closest to her and began to pull out its contents.
The first thing she found was a picture. She could immediately tell it was a photograph of her mother. Her kind eyes and soft smile gave her away instantly. But there was something very different about her mother in this picture. Her hair was not braided and tucked under a bonnet. Instead, it flowed freely and lay at her shoulders. The clothes she was wearing were not her normal skirts and high-necked collar, but the jeans that she had only seen the men in the community wear. Although this picture alarmed her, it made her happy. She had never seen her mother look so beautiful. 
She put the picture to the side and continued rummaging. The next thing she found was a book. She had seen a book before, but only the holy ones that the speakers would read from during their lessons and were also used to teach her how to read. She had never seen one like this before. The cover had a cartoon drawing of a pig and a spider. Her mother had whispered into her ear one evening after their reading lessons that she was a great reader. And she was right, my mother read the title of the book with ease. Charlotte’s Web. 
My mother spent the whole night reading that book in the attic. Her eyes had never graced something as magical as that book in her entire life. She was so entrapped in her book that she didn’t even notice the sun leaking through the circular window above, and saw her fathers’s line ridden face emerge, already red with anger.
She got the biggest whooping of her life that morning, and her mother was not excused from the punishment either. Later on, her father made her watch as he burned her beloved book in the yard. 
 
This short recollection of my mother’s memories left her winded. Her face had contorted into a tense mask, and I could see her eyes pierced with pain. 
“I told you this not to feel sorry for me, but I think it is proper time that you gathered some perspective on how much worse you could have it. Imagine if I gave up and never read again after my father burnt that book. Where would you be now? Just because you made one mistake and must suffer the consequences, doesn’t mean that you need to give up for good. I named you Ruthless, after all.” 
I parted my lips and made a soft murmur, trying to find the words to respond. “I think that is as much talking as I can do tonight. I am going to bed,” my mother interrupted. Her eyes were heavy as she pushed her plate away from her and stood up from the table. I kept my head hung low as she made her way back to her bedroom and shut the door behind her.
 
I lay in my bed that night staring up at the worn glow in the dark solar system stuck to my ceiling. I had always known that my mother had some sort of unsettling past, but to actually hear the misfortune she endured from her trembling lips made me feel somewhat like a spoiled brat.
I had heard the word ‘cult’ from TV and school. I knew that it was a community that held strange beliefs which benefitted either one person or a small group of people at the expense of the people serving in it. I always thought that maybe my mother grew up in that kind of environment, but that night's story made it seem definite. My mother grew up in some sort of cult.
She had overcome huge obstacles for this little life we were living. Here I was, lying in satin pink sheets, as the cool conditioned air tickled the peach fuzz on my face. In the morning I would attend a highly rated school with the hopeful promise of attending college and securing myself a fulfilling career. 
I was overcome with embarrassment of how my mother must look at me. A girl that is knocked out with only one weak blow. Although my mother was the one to make me resign from my position as student body president, she hadn’t meant for that to be where I stopped my rise to greatness. She had named me Ruthless after all. She intended me to be a force to be reckoned with. 
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
I spent the following weeks pondering my next big scheme. I was an eleven-year-old girl in a relatively small town, so the possibilities were slim. It seemed as if my only options were to start a babysitting business, or to join the Girl Scouts. I could never quite relate to babies since they had nothing interesting to say, and the Girl Scouts kind of creeped me out. 
After a day of tossing ideas back and forth in my room, I decided it would be a fine idea to take a walk to clear my head. On my walk I noticed numerous improvements needed in our community, from the bland landscaping of our public parks to the overgrown hedges and overflowing trash cans of our public areas. 
I finally passed my tree in Trellis Park. I felt a pang in my chest as I saw the entire area was sectioned off with construction tape. There were tiny orange flags sticking out of the ground that I guessed were areas the roots would be dug out. 
It may have seemed silly for me to care so deeply for a tree, but I was only eleven, and that’s a very poetic age to be. 
I ducked under the tape and crawled my way to the base of the tree. I slumped down in a seated position and rested my head against the rough bark. The idea of chaining myself to this tree was starting to not sound so bad, although I did notice a large number of ants next to me that I imagine would be more than happy to nibble at my flesh. 
I was gazing off into the distance, taking in the scenery for possibly my last time, when I noticed a piece of paper that had been tacked to a post, directly across the street. My curiosity got the best of me. I dusted myself off and walked over. The sides of my mouth melted down into a frown. I yanked the flyer from the post and stared down at it in disgust. In big red letters it read ‘Re-elect Mayor Lankford.’
The flyer consisted of basic text and no other form of flair. It puzzled me that such a lousy mayor needn’t try at all in order to get re-elected. 
I suddenly had an urgent need to see who else could possibly be running for mayor. I needed to help this unknown person win. Anyone had to be better than this man. 
 
I heard the familiar ding as I pushed open the cloudy glass doors that lead into the mayor’s office. My nostrils were immediately met with the smell of moist carpeting and burnt coffee. It saddened me to be in this office yet again, but I guessed this was the best place to find out about the mayor’s running mates. 
“Hello. It’s me again, Ruthless,” I said to the receptionist as I pressed my hands to my chest. I waited for recognition to light up her face but saw nothing. I sighed. “I’m just here to see the list of candidates running for mayor.” 
She gave a slight chuckle. “It’s a real short list.”
“I don’t care. I just need to know somebody, anybody, running against Mayor Lankford,” I said, almost begging.
“Well sorry, sweetheart. Mayor Lankford is the only candidate running. In fact, it’s been that way for a while now.” 
I gave her a disgusted look and flung my arms across my chest. I waited for the punchline of her joke. When she didn’t say anything else and went back to checking off her paper as if ignoring me, I had the realization that this wasn’t a joke at all. In fact, this made perfect sense. Of course, there was no one else! That was the only way someone like Mayor Lankford could possibly win!
I decided then and there that I would get anyone, truly anyone, to run for office. If anything, I would ask the homeless person that hung out by the docks. 
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
To my surprise, finding somebody willing to run for mayor was not an easy task. My first choice was my mother, of course. She was poised, a hard worker, and put up with little to nothing. At first, all I could see was how perfect she would be for the position, but then I remembered one jarring fact. My mother was absolutely horrified at being the center of attention. I never understood why since she was so beautiful and got along with almost anyone. But she was always running away from cameras at parties and, if she ever saw a news anchor or a reporter from the newspaper out in public, a panicked look would flash on her face, and she would do her best to stay as far away from them as possible. 
My next best candidate was my dear friend Daisy. She was intelligent, creative, and filled to the brim with grit. I think the problem with her was obvious. If my strong-willed mother was too shy to run for mayor, Daisy would be the equivalent of a cicada only coming out of her burrow once every seven-years. 
My next candidates were ones I did not immediately think of, Owen’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Jackson. Although they were almost entirely aloof and held captive by the orbit of their own world, they were influential people. If anything, they could practically buy their votes. Although I don’t normally support winning solely based on wealth, desperate times called for desperate measures. 
Another perk of having them in power was that they absolutely adored me. I mean, they funded all of my schemes, so with a little bit of authority, Baton Rouge would be my kingdom. 
My shiny black Mary Janes clicked against the pavers that led up to Jackson’s estate. I took notice of the new additions to their topiary garden. I shook my head as I gazed upon the long slender neck of the giraffe bush and wondered how on earth such a thing could be created. 
I approached the gold encrusted front doors and gave it a swift knock. I was let in by Geoffrey, the Jackson’s personal assistant, slash, wearer of all hats.
“Ah, Ruthless, I was just thinking about you. Come in, come in.” 
He was a man with a toothy grin, a flair for fashion, and an absolute fountain when it came to keeping up with the town’s affairs. 
As I was ushered into the door, he gushed, “I just have to tell you about what Ms. Longmoore said to me at the Charity Banquet this past weekend. You will absolutely die.”
I would never refer to myself as a town-gossip. Most things people feel the need to chat about are absolutely mind-numbing and silly, but when it came from Geoffrey, you couldn’t help but be captured into his tale. He had a God-given gift for storytelling. 
If Geoffrey was anything in this world, he was loyal. He never spoke a word about a person he valued. A true test of this was when Mrs. Jackson got her third nose job. She tried to pretend that it was a deviated septum even though after your third one, it’s painfully unconvincing. Geoffrey never spoke a negative word or sarcastic comment about it to anyone unless it was directly to her face.
“Olivia, if you think people are going to believe you did not just get your nose completely remodeled, you should really start bottling and selling snake oil, because you must be blessed with the gift of bamboozling.”
“Geoffrey, I would love to hear all about Mrs. Longmoore, but I’m a woman on a mission. I need to see Mr. and Mrs. Jackson right away.” I was wearing my pleated skirt, a polka-dot ascot, and was sporting my messenger bag with all my important documents to present to the Jacksons. 
Geoffrey gave me a smirk and a sigh. “Alright, Ms. President, let’s get you where you need to go.” He spun on his heels and sauntered down the large marble hallway leading from the entrance corridor. I followed behind, trying to keep up with his broad stride. 
The Jackson parlor was walled with oak bookshelves, and without a single empty spot. When we walked in, Mr. Jackson was reading a newspaper at the monstrous desk at the far end of the room. Mrs. Jackson was flipping through a magazine and lounged upon a red velvet chair facing the marble fireplace.
“Mr. and Mrs. Jackson, I present to you, Ms. Ruthless Grace Rowe,” Geoffrey announced as we walked into the entryway, his arms over his head. Then he bowed in a dramatic fashion. 
Mrs. Jackson looked up, rolled her eyes, and laughed. “Well, good evening to you, Ms. Rowe. What a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” She got up and gave me a curtsy. I laughed and curtsied in return. We weren’t normally this formal, but I was enjoying this type of entrance.
Mr. Jackson looked up from his newspaper and gave me a grin. “Ah, Ruthless my dear! Good to see you. Owen’s up in his room.” 
I spoke up. “Actually, I am here to speak to the two of you. I have a marvelous proposition that I think you both will be interested in.” 
Before they could reply, I charged over to the oak desk where Mr. Jackson was reading his paper and began to pull the materials out of my bag. Out came my growth chart, my retractable pointer, and confetti popper for once they agreed.
“Imagine this. Mr. and Mrs. Jackson at the center of everything in Baton Rouge.” As I said this, I flashed my hands in front of my eyes as if presenting the contents from my imagination right from my hands. “Think of the power you could hold,” I said. “The change you could make in this community. Think of the parties! If you just take a look at these charts I have drafted, you will clearly see the cost to benefit ratio of…”
Mrs. Jackson cut me off mid-sentence, “This is just all darling, Ruthless dear, but I’m about to run off for cocktails with my book club. Mr. J. can fill me in later.”
“Actually, I was just about to say something,” said Mr. Jackson. “I would love to hear all of this, but I have a phone call with China in five minutes, I gotta run. Tell your story to Geoffrey. I’m sure he’ll give us the rundown later.” 
Before I knew it, the Jacksons were gone with a sweep of wind and the clipping of their heels on the marbled floors. 
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
As I turned around from the oak desk where the Jackson’s had been moments before, I saw Geoffrey and Owen peering through the glass divider that separated the parlor from the hallway. I walked towards the entryway and poked my head into the hallway.
“Are you here for the one-woman show?” I said in a dry tone.
Geoffrey spoke up. “Ah, Ruthless, don’t take their disinterest so hard. You know they have the attention span of minnows. They mean well. They are just always on the go.” 
I sighed. “Yes, I know. It was a bit of a reach for me to assume I could rally them into my schemes.” My shoulders had deflated as I pulled my full body out back into the hallway.
“But hey,” Geoffrey replied, “I know two dapper fellows that would love to hear all about your propositions! Why don’t you join us for tea in the kitchen?” 
Geoffrey and Owen absorbed every second of my marvelous pitch that I had intended for the Jacksons. They ahhed at my elaborate charts, laughed at my subtle jokes, and looked on in wonder as the confetti fell down upon them. It was good to be appreciated and respected for once after this dreadful season of dealing with constant letdowns. 
Suddenly I had the most marvelous idea. Geoffrey! He was an adult, he was respectable, he was someone I could trust with my life. Sure, his accent made him a bit hard to understand, and I never trust the French much with politics, but he was a more than acceptable choice and he was right in front of my face. 
I pushed myself up from the table abruptly. “Geoffrey, you can do it! You could run for mayor!” 
He seemed to blush. “Me? Oh no. I couldn’t possibly do it.” 
I started to get upset at his refusal, since all I had experienced today had been refusals. Why the heck wouldn’t he do it? So I asked. “Why the heck won’t you do it?” My posture was now pointed, and my brows furrowed.
He looked hurt by my harshness. I softened a little. “Geoffrey, I have no one else to ask, and you are the most respectable adult I know. This town needs change, and I need to actually accomplish something and feel like myself again.” 
“I would love to help you and this town, Ruthless, but I really can’t do it. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just that I can’t.” 
I was puzzled, but also intrigued. “Why?” I asked. 
He crossed his legs and pulled out a cigarette from his pocket. “How old are you now?” he asked. 
“Eleven.” I wondered why it mattered. 
“Ah, that was the age I saw my first corpse. I guess you're old enough to know,” he said as he lit the cigarette dangling from his fingers. 
“Well, I can’t run for mayor because I’m a convicted felon,” he said plainly, staring out to the smoke that was leaving his lips. 
My mouth dropped open. I turned to Owen and wondered if he had heard this. He looked as stunned as me. “For what?” was my obvious next question.
“Murder,” he replied coolly. 
With a little caution, I whispered, “What?” 
“Okay, okay. I’m being dramatic. It wasn’t murder.” 
I sighed a sigh of relief.
He went on, “Just improper disposal of a body.” 
This sentence did not make me feel much better.
“Oh, my parents are going to go bonkers once they find out about this,” Owen exclaimed as he let his head drop into doughy hands.
“Oh, children, don't be so excitable,” he said as he flicked his cigarette butt onto the ashtray. “I’ll explain everything.”
 
The Tale of the Improperly Disposed Body
 
Geoffrey and his parents were immigrants from France. He had come to America when he was only a child, so most of his life was spent as an American. Early into his life he had discovered his love for storytelling and listening to stories. He wasn’t content with simply hearing about any stories; he liked to hear stories about events that truly happened. This passion was what sparked his love for American History. The most scandalous story ever told. 
When Geoffrey graduated high school, he knew the only field that would ever hold his interest would be his beloved history. However, Geoffrey’s family was not wealthy in the slightest. Geoffrey couldn’t come up with the funds to support his education. Fortunately, he was able to find a position as a professor’s assistant at his local college. 
The professor that he was to assist was Philipe Forte. Professor Forte was also French, so when he saw the name Geoffrey Arnette on the list of applicants, he didn’t hesitate in giving Geoffrey the position. He was a wiry man that could be simply described as an old kook. He was 5’2’’ and decorated head to toe with the creases of his years. He wore large round glasses that made his eyes seem two-times too big for his small frame. He was filled to the brim with knowledge and splendor. Every word he spoke felt like it was meant for a crowd. The first day that Geoffrey met him, he immediately knew he had found his lifelong mentor. 
As Forte’s assistant, Geoffrey learned more history than he ever knew was possible. The way Forte described things made the details of his words nuzzle a home in his brain. 
One day, Forte didn’t show up to his lectures and was not answering his phone calls. Geoffrey, scared for his old friend beyond his wits, decided that he would drive to his house to make sure he was okay. 
When he got there, he discovered Forte passed out in the backyard and from the looks of it, had been there for quite a while. When Geoffrey looked around the professor's home, he could not believe the disarray. How could such an intelligent, put together man have such a high pile of dishes in the sink and such an alarming number of cockroaches scurring through his overflowing trash? 
Once Forte had regained consciousness, he told Geoffrey that he was diabetic and was having a hard time taking care of himself. Geoffrey announced that he would be moving in and making sure everything was being taken care of. Forte insisted that he did not need any help and that we would be just fine. 
Geoffrey moved in the next day. 
Life at the Forte residence became automatic for Geoffrey. He made sure Forte got up at the appropriate time, took care of his personal hygiene, and that Forte arrived at his lectures on time. Sometimes he grew too ill, and Geoffrey would fill in for him at the University. Geoffrey had absorbed so much information from Forte that no one would have guessed he was only the assistant. 
Every night, Geoffrey and Forte would pull out the cushions from the patio furniture and sit beneath a large sycamore tree that had lived a good long life in Forte’s yard. They would sip Earl Grey tea and discuss their theories on different pieces throughout history. They would tell jokes about their own personal history, and would laugh so hard their sides almost burst. 
One night, when the crickets were loud enough to make the whole world fade away, and there was a comfortable silence that fell over the two, Forte sighed. He told Geoffrey how much he had enjoyed this house. He told him that growing up he lived in foster care, and he was always moving from house to house. He bought the house when he was only eighteen with the little money that he saved working at the local library. It was a measly little shack at the time, but he had spent his whole life making it the home of his dreams. He said he wished he would die in his yard, right under the sycamore tree. He hoped no one would find him and that he would melt into the earth and haunt his home for the rest of eternity. 
The next morning, when Geoffrey went in to wake up Forte, he found him dead. 
Forte had no family. Geoffrey searched through his files and phone books and could find no one to contact. He wondered how a man with so much life could manage to keep himself completely aloof from the rest of society. 
Geoffrey wept, constantly, for ten days and ten nights. He knew he needed to call a coroner, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He imagined that Forte knew he was going to die that night. He told him his wish because he knew it was time. How could he deny a man that had given him the means to fuel his passion? 
Geoffrey had no choice. He buried Forte in his yard, under the sycamore tree. The leaves were a burnt orange and seemed to fall as if they were in mourning too. 
Geoffrey carried on with his life and tried to make sure Forte’s legacy lived on. He attended all of Forte’s lectures and made sure the estate was kept in order. That was until the police showed up at Forte’s house one afternoon. 
They were called by the University that was growing suspicious from Forte’s absence and Geoffrey filling in for all his classes. Geoffrey did not try to hide what had happened; he was anything but a liar. 
The police found Forte’s diary with the details of his dying wish and saw from the examiner’s report that there was no foul play. Geoffrey was imprisoned for three years.
 
“There’s a story for you,” Geoffrey said under an ironic laugh as he put out his cigarette. I breathed out. I felt my body finally relax since Geoffrey mentioned that he was an ex-felon. I realized that I had been clutching the handle of the spoon I used to mix my tea and sugar for the duration of the story. I guess my body’s natural instinct was to use the spoon as a weapon incase Geoffrey revealed that he was a serial killer or had some weird fascination with dead bodies. This story was a lot more bearable to deal with than all the dreadful scenarios my mind wandered to. In fact, I was a little perturbed that Geoffrey even built the suspense of his arrest up and started off with the mention of murder. But that was Geoffrey’s style. He always had the flair for dramatics.
“Okay, so I guess you are off the hook for my potential mayor candidate, but please help me with an idea. You know everyone in this town. Who would be a willing soul to run for mayor?” My hands were clasped on the table, pleading for his help.
Geoffrey shook his head and chuckled, “Ruthless, I can’t think of anyone for the job that would bring it justice quite like you would.” 
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
I believe Geoffrey’s suggestion was not to be taken seriously. I knew I would obviously be the best candidate; no one cared as much as I did. The only problem was my age. No one would vote for an eleven-year-old. I just turned the age to be allowed to stay home by myself; that was far off from being able to run a town. Plus, I was almost positive it wouldn’t be allowed, and I was planning on staying in the good graces of my mother and law and order for the time being.
That night I barely slept a lick. I was awoken by dream after dream of me standing at a podium in front of a large crowd of people cheering my name. “Mayor Ruthless, we love you!” they were yelling at the top of their lungs.
After the fourth time being awoken by these cheers, I sat myself up in bed, put on my purple silk slippers, and marched myself to the computer room. 
I knew it was absolutely crazy to even entertain the idea, but I couldn’t help it. Maybe I could have an adult sponsor, maybe I could legally emancipate myself (I heard that was a legal word for becoming an adult). I wasn’t leaving anything off the table. 
I began my search by looking up the overall responsibilities of a mayor. Besides kissing babies, my knowledge was limited. 
I found some legal documents that went on to say things like: “The mayor shall administer, supervise, and control all departments and divisions created by this charter and all departments and divisions created by the council.” Blah, blah, blah. I decided that I had always been great at faking it until I made it and that I would just figure it out as I went along. 
Then I decided to search. ‘How old do you have to be to be a mayor?’ In the beginning of my search my chances of finding anything in my favor were seeming slim to none. As far as I could find, the youngest mayor in the United States was around twenty-five. By twenty-five I was planning on accomplishing a lot more than simply being mayor. Once again, our country's history continued to be an embarrassment.
Finally, I was taken to a webpage with the header, ‘Age of candidacy laws in the United States’. Most of the article was about the age requirements for Federal and State government positions. I felt defeated as I scrolled past age requirements of at least eighteen. 
When I got to the end of the webpage, there was a small section that mentioned local government. It stated, “Many states require elected municipal officers to be at least eighteen years of age or be a registered voter in the city thereof. Here are the following exceptions: No Age Minimum Listed or Implied: Minneapolis, MN; Pittsburgh, PA; Saint Paul, MN; Wichita, KS; Jersey City, NJ; Buffalo, NY; Yonkers, NY, Baton Rouge, LA.
My heart beat faster right there in my chest. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Out of all the places I could have been born in this world, I was born in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. I sat in my mother’s wingback cowskin office chair and stared straight ahead with a goofy grin on my face. I truly felt like this was divine intervention. I waited for some magical elf or fairy to come in and explain how I was the chosen one.
I began to pace. This was just the tip of the iceberg. There were so many details to figure out. Sure, I could legally run and hold office, but who was going to vote for me? I didn’t believe there was anyone in town that hated Mayor Lankford nearly as much as I did, so I couldn’t use his demise as my only strategy for winning. I concluded I had to find some way to look like an adult. 

Chapter Twenty
 
At precisely seven the next morning I was pounding on Owen’s bedroom door. He answered it wearing his pinstripe pajamas and rubbing his eyes groggily. “Someone better be dead,” he growled at me as he kerplunked back into his bed.
“Unfortunately, no deaths. But I have the best news I have probably ever had,” I said excitedly as I set myself up at Owen’s desk by his bed. 
He looked up at me and arched his eyebrow. I took this as a sign to proceed with my news.
“Say hello to the new Mayor of Baton Rouge, Louisiana,” I said with my chest out, hands by my side, and my head proudly perched as if I was receiving a crown. 
“Oh my gosh!” Owen grumbled as he slammed his head back into his mattress and pulled his pillow over his head. “You have absolutely lost your mind.”
I plopped myself next to him, grabbed his shoulders, and shook them rapidly. “I’m serious, Owen. I found a way to run for mayor.” 
“Okay, go on!” he said hastily, an annoyed look in his eye.
“Take a look at this,” I said as I pulled out the printed web page from my briefcase that I found online. 
He scanned it quickly and then laughed. “Okay, so you’re legally allowed. Have you looked at yourself recently? You’re eleven and the shortest person I know our age. Adults in this town are not going to take you seriously.” 
I was getting annoyed at his lack of positivity. “Yeah genius, I know all these things. Help me think of a way to look like an adult!” 
Owen sighed and went silent, almost as if he was deep in thought. “I got it!” he finally said, “You can actually age yourself about twenty more years and then you will look just like an adult!” 
At this, I picked up a baseball that was on his side table, and threw it at his head. He blocked my throw and burst out into laughter.
“Seriously!” I whined.
“Okay, okay!” he said, holding his side from his insatiable burst of laughter and pulling himself up from his bed. 
“My parents have some costumes in their closet, maybe one of them can make you look older.... and for the height, maybe you can take some stilt walking lessons.” He chuckled at his last point although I believed it to be an overkill. 
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
I had been in the Jackson's closet before this scavenger hunt. They were almost never home, so Owen and I had taken the liberty to explore every nook and cranny of his palace throughout the years. We had found out some peculiar things about Owen’s parents, such as that Owen’s father had kept a wart cream in almost all of his drawers. We also discovered that Mrs. Jackson kept a secret stash of romance novels in her bathroom, hidden in a basket, covered by rolled up towels. Although this knowledge seemed unnecessary, there was a thrill in knowing something about somebody that was not meant to be uncovered. 
Owen and I pushed open the large oak door that stood between us and his parent’s treasure trove of a closet. In the back there was a door that led to a smaller closet. This was the closet that held all of their costumes. The Jacksons were known for their extravagant Halloween parties and for performing a costume change halfway through. Their costume closet was almost larger than my entire bedroom, which tells you a lot about their actual closet that we had just emerged from. 
In a glass case, about the size of an aquarium big enough to hold a baby shark, were accessories and different sorts of prosthetics body parts. High above the hanging costumes were racks of wigs which sat on top of faceless mannequin heads. I was certain that if I couldn’t find a disguise here, I would simply never find one anywhere. 
I went to work rummaging through the assortment, trying to find something suitable. Although my options were endless, I shortly discovered the drawback of only having options two times too big. Wearing clothes obviously too large would be a dead giveaway that I was a child.
I took a rest on the large pouffe located in the middle of the closet. I brought my finger up to my lip and tapped as I focused on some solutions. Owen was having a grand time pulling costumes out, coming up with a backstory for my alter ego, and giggling at his below par puns. Through his rummaging, he pulled out an oversized tawny trench coat. This article truly made him snicker. 
“I’ve got it, I’ve got it! You can be Ruthless, the tiny watch salesman!” He waited for what I guessed was either my annoyed eye roll, or suppressed laughter. I stood up and strode towards him, examining the garment in his hands. 
“Genius! This will be perfect!” He gave me a perplexed look. “Uh, I’m not sure where you’re going with this one.” 
“How strong are you?” I questioned as I sized him up. “Uh, I mean I do hold the regional title for the schools shot put team, but I don’t understand how this is pertinent.” 
This subtle mention of his athletic feat was a vast under-exaggeration. Our town had been blown away that a boy of his awkward size could accomplish such a physical triumph. He had been in all the papers, even the ones from two-towns over. After Owen had won this title, everyone expected him to carry on with his talent, but Owen never attended a meet again. When I asked him why he gave up he replied, “I don’t know, it’s boring to me now.”
I pushed Owen over to the pouffe that I was seated on earlier. I climbed on top and began to crawl onto his shoulders. 
Owen pushed off my first leg, turned around to face me and said, “What on earth are you doing?”
I grabbed him by the shoulders and turned his body in the other direction. “It will make much more sense if I just show you.” He obliged with a huff, and I made my way back onto his shoulders while holding the garment. 
Once I was perfectly seated on his shoulders, I pulled the trenchcoat over our elongated bodies. I asked for his help with the buttons and left a small peep hole for his vision. Owen was cackling the entire time, which made my balance shotty to say the least. 
I asked him to walk towards the directions of the wigs. I pulled down a short, dark brown, chop with bangs. I bundled my braided pigtails on top of my head and pulled the wig over them. I asked Owen to pull out the large oval sunglasses from the aquarium display tank. He pulled them out through his peephole, and I shimmied my arm back into the inside of our coat to receive them. 
I directed him over to the floor length mirror in the room, and after almost fifteen minutes of us teetering back and forth, we finally were able to see our reflection. 
Once Owen got a look at us through his peephole, he absolutely lost it. His laugh became a sort of wheezy, breathless force that vibrated the inside of our shared fabric. My amusement did not share the same sentiment. Although I could admit, it was a little funny, I truly thought we could pull this off. So, I said, “Owen, I think we could pull this off!” His laughter began to die. “Come on, Ruthless,” he replied. “We look absolutely ridiculous. Like a trenchcoated noodle with stubby arms.” 
I sighed. We did look a bit unnatural. “But Owen, most people don’t pay attention to anyone but themselves. No one will be rude enough to ask us why our arms are so short or why our walk is a bit unsteady.”
“Look at your knees!” Owen said, while trying to catch his breath from his laughter. “They look like you have strange growths coming from your chest.” And he was back to cackling. 
I thought for a moment. “Walk me to those pillows on the pouffe!” I finally said.
Owen sighed like the joke was starting to become more annoying, and carefully walked over to the pouffe where the pillows were. 
I began shoving the decorative pillows all around the perimeter of our body to make up for my knees poking out. By the end of it, I looked like a plump little woman, and I was quite pleased with myself. 
“See, now we look like a real person!” To be honest, I was hoping that my outward confidence would be enough to make this plan seem less dreadful than my inner self truly knew it was. 
“No comment.” Owen spat dryly. 
“Let’s try it out and see what people think,” I said. I figured there was no truer test than walking through the masses. We needed to get ourselves in front of a stranger. I also had an adult in mind that could give us an honest opinion of how passable we truly were.
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
I knew Owen was unnaturally strong, but it was hard for me to believe that he was able to hoist me around for an extended period of time. He was pale, short, and hadn’t fully lost all his baby fat. But when he was able to lug my eighty-five-pound self down a full staircase, while his vision was partially impaired, well I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t been there.
Although we moved at a creeping speed, we managed our way through the house and out the front door. When we arrived at the front gates of the property, the gardener looked up from a hedge he was trimming. He put a hand over his eyes to block the shade and stood up. He looked as if he was going to yell something towards us, possibly to ask who we were or what on earth we were doing, but I just waved and quickly made our way through the gate. 
As we awkwardly staggered down the street, I waved to passersby. A gray-haired lady pushing a cart barely gave us a second glance as we brushed past her with a gusty hello. A stocky man in a suit and tie looked at us from the corners of his eyes and furrowed his brow before speeding past. There were a few kids who gazed a little longer than they might for a normal person, but other than that, we went almost completely unnoticed. 
That was until Owen couldn’t take it much more and burst out laughing at my pretend adult, ‘Hello!’ Whenever this happened, I gave him a sharp kick in the chest, and upheld my toothy grin at whatever person gave me a strange look. 
We eventually arrived at our destination, my dear friend Daisy’s house. It was pristinely well-kept. She spent all her time at home and would therefore notice even a misplaced leaf, removing it before anyone was any wiser. We walked up to her rounded front door with the iridescent circular window in the center, and gingerly knocked with the lion head knocker. 
When she heard us, she looked out of her peephole. I could see her magnified eye scan the scene around us. I heard a faint gasp and then absolutely nothing. I guessed that she was trying to pretend like no one was home.
I knocked one more time and said, “Daisy, don't be afraid it’s me, Ruthless!”
I heard her exhale and then fidget with her seven separate locks. Suddenly the large turquoise door burst open, and she pulled us in as if she was worried someone would pull us back if she didn’t grasp us tight enough. 
“Ruthless, is that you? What in heaven’s name are you wearing? Is someone after you?” She ran back to her front door and looked again out of her peephole. 
“No danger here, Daisy. Just one serious adult,” rose the giggling voice of Owen from inside of our trench coat. 
“Owen, where are you?” Daisy said as she ran over and patted around at our coat. Owen unclasped one of the buttons from the middle and his round pudgy face with his spacy grin emerged. 
Daisy held her hands to her mouth. “Oh, my word,” she said. “You kids gave me a fright! What on earth are you doing?”
Owen and I disrobed from our disguise and began to explain our plan. As we were yammering on, Daisy escorted us to her Victorian blush sofa, and somehow entrapped us with iced tea and snickerdoodle cookies. 
This particular room’s theme was pink velvet. The entire walls were covered in soft fabric, and even the plant pots had a pink velvet skirt. 
When we had finished our tale, she sighed. “Does your mother know about this?” she said, and shot me a grave look that gave the unusual reminder she was an adult and not another one of my kid best friends. 
“Yes, of course,” I said, lying, almost too quickly. I could see Owen give me an open mouth look through my peripherals, but I stared straight ahead. 
“So,” I said as I set down my clicking cup of iced tea. “Do you think we could pass for an adult?” 
She smiled timidly and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Well, I don’t know. I definitely thought you could be an adult when you came knocking on my door.” 
“See! I knew it, Owen, we can definitely pull this off!” I said as I jumped to my feet. 
Owen sighed. “Ruthless, I just think there is so much more you aren’t thinking about. What if we get caught?”
“So what? It’s not like we’re doing anything illegal. If we get caught, they’ll give us a pat on the back and send us on our way.”
Owen sighed and shook his head. He stared out of Daisy’s sitting room. After what felt like a lifetime, he finally spoke up. “Ah what the heck! We’ve definitely got away with more.”
He was right. My most incredulous charade to date had to be the one a few summers back.
 
The Tale of the Secret Basement
 
My mother was working overtime every day to fund our end of the summer vacation. I had decided that I was over being bored and that something needed to be done.
The idea came to me while I was playing chess with one of the kids from across the street. His name was Randy, and he had to be the most annoying kid I have ever encountered. He constantly had his fingers in any one of his orifices that was the most readily in reach. Woefully, he was the only companion available at that moment.
Randy had been so dreadful at the game of chess that discovering ways to let him win had become more of a challenge. After a few rounds of my ruse, Randy became a little too confident for my liking. I decided that I needed to make things more interesting. I told him that I bet him five dollars I would win the next round. He agreed as he laughed and propped his feet up, sure our pattern would repeat. 
In a matter of minutes, I completely smoked Randy off the board. He stared at me with steam coming out of his ears. He shoved his boogery hands into his pocket and pulled out five crumpled dollar bills.
Even though it had only been five-bucks, the thrill of making a bet and completely bamboozling somebody felt like a hurricane of cash raining down upon me. I figured I couldn’t be the only one that enjoyed this particular feeling and was also utterly bored this dry summer. 
I did a quick sweep of my vacant house and discovered three decks of cards, an almost complete poker set, and a perfectly empty basement. I rang up my dear friend Owen and told him to rush over in his nicest suit. I transformed into my fanciest dress, usually designated for funerals.
Once he arrived, I revealed my plan. We were going to invite all the kids we could find for a game night in my basement. At first, Owen seemed a bit perplexed as to why we needed to dress up and why we had to hold this in the privacy of my basement. I explained to him that this was not technically a legal event. We would be holding bets on the games and give our guests the chance to win big. But really, my plan was that we would always be the true winner. 
We planned poker games, snail races, chess, blackjack, and ultimate rock paper scissors. We found some left over party decorations from previous birthdays, New Year’s Eves, and Easters, tucked away in various nooks and crannies. We displayed them all over the basement in an effort to make the place look like a Las Vegas casino. It looked more like bingo night at a retirement community, but we were happy with our efforts.
I called over a few of the younger kids from the neighborhood and told them I would give them each a dollar if they ran around as far as they could and invited as many kids as possible. 
When seven o’clock rolled around, Owen and I were ready for a night to remember. Kids of all ages and social circles began to knock on the backdoor leading to the basement. In a matter of minutes, it felt like money was a flowing river through the place. Everyone was digging in their pockets and eagerly playing whatever game fit their fancy. 
The night was going swimmingly. Our pickle jar of house winnings was starting to grow, and I had to rummage through my cabinets to find a salad tosser to hold the overflow. But of course, all good things must come to an end. 
As the hours grew darker, the guests grew older. At first, we started to notice a few teenagers with their patchy mustaches, but then we started to notice men and women far past my mother’s age. If the money was flowing before, it was gushing now. Real adults meant real adult money. 
Owen and I continued bumbling around the place serving fresh cold lemonade (pretending it was spiked), dishing out compliments, and collecting our house winnings. As the night crept on, there was such a crowd that we had to start a line at the door. 
As would be expected with such a crowd in a safe residential area, we suddenly heard police sirens. Owen and I’s flight or fight instincts immediately kicked in. I grabbed the stash of cash and booked it up the stairs, locking the basement door behind us. Owen and I ran into my room, locked the door, and hid under my bed. 
Our breath was heavy, and our hearts were speeding to catch up with our fear. We listened to the commotion that was playing out downstairs. We heard people scatter and then the police reading rights with the clanking of handcuffs. We heard a knock on the basement door and eventually our front door. Owen and I didn’t move a muscle and after a few moments, we didn’t hear anything. 
Once we felt like the coast was clear, we tip-toed out of my room and investigated the basement. There was not a soul in sight. Some of the tables were flipped over and the left-over lemonade glassed the floor, but other than that, everyone had cleared out. 
We figured the police hadn't seen any cars in the driveway and guessed that the owners of our house had either run off or had been arrested. Once we finally realized we had gotten away with our charade, Owen and I squealed with excitement. We rushed back up to my bedroom and counted our winnings. Two-thousand, sixty-two dollars and forty-four cents was the grand total. My armpits started to perspire again as I began to worry over having this much money from an illegal operation. 
Owen and I finally decided we would put the money in a black trash bag and bury it in the backyard. We figured we could always use it for a rainy day or whenever we were a few years older and knew what to do with that much cash. 
 
As I reflected on this scheme in Daisy’s sitting room, I began to realize what exactly that secret fund would be good for. Two-thousand dollars would surely be enough to fund a proper campaign. I mean, at least I thought it could. Two-thousand dollars sounded like all the money in the world to me. Even though I was unusually intelligent, my understanding of money was still limited. 
“Owen, I just had the best idea! We need to get back to my place.” 
I began pulling at Owens arm to escort us out of Daisy’s house. “Goodbye Daisy,” I said, “Thank you for your feedback. You are an absolute gem!” With that, I charged towards the door without glancing back. 
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“Why can’t we just ask my parents for money?” Owen questioned after we were in the safety of my room and I revealed my thoughts of how to use our dirty money. He was lounging on my purple bean bag chair, hands to his sides, and tracking the fan blades with his eyes. 
“Because then we will have to tell them what our plans are, and I would prefer to keep the true identity of this candidacy only between a trusted few. Besides, this is exactly the kind of thing that money was intended for!” I exclaimed. I was pacing back and forth on my rug, following the lines of the divided colors.
“How are we going to use the money? Aren’t we supposed to launder it or something? According to all the action movies I have seen, that’s what criminals do to their money, so the government doesn’t know it’s illegal.”
Owen was right. We needed to figure out a way to make the money legitimate. 
“Oh, I got it!” Owen spoke up after a few moments. “Why don’t we ask Geoffrey what to do with the money? He’s a criminal. He probably learned all about money laundering in prison!” 
I pondered this. Owen did have a point, but I figured talking to another adult, even as trusted and loyal as Geoffrey, was putting the operation at risk. I spoke this concern to Owen. 
After a few moments pondering, Owen revealed that he thought he had a solution to our problem, but first we had to dig up the money. 
***
Digging up something you buried a year ago proved itself to be a complicated endeavor. The stick marker we had used to identify our hiding spot had long disappeared with the year’s weather. It was times like these that I wished I had a bloodhound. I’m not sure what other times I experienced that I felt the need for a bloodhound, but this time was a jarring mark on my pros for such a pet.
Owen believed we buried it under a bush at the far end of the property. I believed we buried it behind the birdbath. Two holes seemed easy enough, so we lugged our steel plated shovels over to one of the two areas and got to digging. 
As you might have guessed, I was the one to remember where the money was. What can I say? I have always been known for my keen sense of memory. 
Once Owen and I cleaned the yard and ourselves, we transferred the money from the grimy trash bag to my weathered brown briefcase. We decided that laundering money was an act which should not be done in one’s own home. It would be harder to trace back if we did it in a local business. After doing a brief web search, I knew just the place to go. 
When we opened the glass door at the tiny strip-mall, a small ding signaled the owner that we had arrived. There were flickering overhead lights that made it hard for our eyes to focus. Owen and I were both wearing large oval sunglasses and our winter skiing hats in order to hide our identities.
The Korean woman, who was flipping through a magazine, didn’t bother to look up at us when we passed her counter. 
Owen and I tried to look natural as we walked straight ahead and towards the back of the building. It was just as the reviews online had described: deserted. 
We looked over our shoulders to make sure no one was watching, then dumped the money into the machine, pressed a few buttons, and put a quarter into the coin slot. We stared at the machine as the water swirled around in the circular window.
We took a seat on a rusted bench that was right in front of the machine and waited for the washing cycle to be complete. Once we heard the signal buzz that the cycle was over, we both took giant handfuls of the soggy bills and moved them to the dryers that were on the other side of the back room. 
After several minutes we heard the last signal from the drying machine. We brought the briefcase up to the dryer opening and stuffed in the money.
Owen and I gave each other a sharp high-five and hustled out of the decrepit laundromat. Although nerve-wracking, laundering money proved itself to be an overall effortless task. 
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
The next daunting task on my mayor to-do list was to enroll in the race. From my online search I found that I needed to go down to the clerk of court’s office and put in my nominating petition. My only requirements were a nominated petition form and a qualifying fee of seventy-five dollars. This seemed easy enough, but I was still a bundle of nerves thinking about accomplishing it. If I walked into that office and was discovered to be two eleven-year-old children in a trenchcoat, I was positive my petition would be as good as a week-old salami sandwich.
 
The next day after school, Owen and I met at his house to transform ourselves into our disguise. The continued absence of his parents made our transition easy enough, but the continued presence of Geoffrey was a situation we needed to maneuver around. 
On this particular day, he seemed to be obsessed with all aspects of our lives. He badgered on and on with his questions about our day, and our feelings, and our life in general. I knew we needed a plan to get him out of the house or we would be caught. 
It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Geoffrey. I knew we could tell him our plan and he wouldn’t rat us to the press. I was just a bit paranoid about the idea of my mother discovering us. I didn’t think he would purposefully tell her, but adults tend to have a habit of speaking to other adults, even if you specifically tell them otherwise. Telling Daisy was a risk enough.
I sat in Owen’s room, at his desk, propping my head up with my hand, as Geoffrey droned on about some woman who cut in front of him at the farmers’ market. Owen sat on the floor with his back against his bed, eyes glazed. I tried to speak to him with my eye movements. It seemed to work, because he immediately cleared his throat and spoke up. 
“Hey, Geoffrey. Did you get a chance to pick up the dry cleaning for my mother?”
Geoffrey looked at Owen quizzically. “There is no dry cleaning to pick up for your mother,” he said. 
Owen’s voice cracked as he searched his mind for a response. “Oh, yeah. She told me right before she rushed out the door the other day. You must have missed it. You better go pick it up before she gets back, or she’ll be, uhh, upset.” His eyes darted back to Geoffrey and me, searching for me to save him. 
Owen was such a horrible liar. I could tell Geoffrey was immediately suspicious.
I waited for Geoffrey to call us out on this painfully obvious lie and prepared my case to beg for his silence. 
To my surprise, he just gave us a smirk. “Okay,” he said. “I guess I should be on my way then. See you two later.” 
He walked out of the room backwards and, before shutting the door behind him, gave us one last giddy smirk. 
“Phew!” Owen exhaled. “We almost didn’t get away with that one.” He looked at me with an innocent grin.
“We did not get away with that one! He definitely knows we are onto something! I can only hope that he thinks we’re in love or something,” I muttered. 
We had no more time to waste. Owen gave me an alarmed look as I pulled him out of his room and off to sneak up to his parents’ closet. 
When we entered the costume closet, we immediately began our transformation. This time it was a bit more seamless, and I was in control of my balance as I climbed atop of Owen’s shoulders. 
As the top collar button of the trench coat was fastened, I looked into the mirror and fidgeted with the synthetic glossy wig. 
My heart dropped into my stomach when I heard the closet’s door creak open. 
We slowly spun around as I teetered on the top of Owen’s shoulders, my face blanketed with panic. Owen peeked his face through a hole in the middle of the coat. There in the doorway was Geoffrey. He looked as if he had been put on pause, his hand still rested on the brass doorknob. He slowly brought his hand up to his face and burst into a cackling laughter. 
“What on earth are you two doing?” he said, between exasperated breaths.
I started to climb off Owen’s shoulder, which he was ill-prepared for. Our trench coat didn’t leave much wiggle room, and as I tried to pull myself down, Owen started to fall backwards. Sprawled on the floor, we floundered around until finally we were free, sticky-faced and breathing heavily. 
At this point, Geoffrey was howling even harder. He had gone down onto his knees and his hand was pressed to his chest as he tried to calm himself down. 
I shot up, darted over to Geoffrey, and started to reveal our plan. I barely even paused for a breath as I yammered on and begged for his silence on the matter. 
When I finally went silent, Geoffrey spoke up. “Well why didn’t you just tell me from the beginning,” he said. “I think this is a marvelous plan!” I waited to see if I had heard him correctly. 
“Really? You think so?” I said. 
He got up from where he sat. “Yeah! I mean, I think the entire situation is hysterical. This will show those elite politicians that even a child could do their job, no offense.” He held his hands before him as if asking for our forgiveness. “Like I said before, I can’t think of anyone else who would better suit the job than yourself. I guess Owen as the bottom of this operation makes it even better!” 
I breathed out in relief. “Thank goodness!” I said. “I cannot thank you enough for your support. But, Geoffrey, you really need to keep this under wraps. If it gets out that we are two eleven-year-olds, we will never have a chance.”
Geoffrey pledged an oath of silence with his hand to his heart. Frankly, I was relieved to have another adult in on the plan, and not having to sneak around anymore.
“You know,” Geoffrey said in a seated position from the pouffe at the center of the room, crossing one leg over the other. “I do have a degree, well almost a degree, in American History, but I also almost have a minor in political science. If you ever need me to help as your campaign manager, I would be happy to help.” 
“Do you mean it?” I exclaimed eagerly. “You would be willing to help us?”
Geoffrey chuckled. “Yes! This is the most interesting thing to ever happen to this town.”
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Owen and I walked up the stairs to the clerk of court’s office, taking one large well-thought-out step after the other. Well, really, Owen walked, and I teetered on his shoulders. I opened the doors and steered Owen so he didn’t walk into any poles or other teeth-shattering objects. 
Owen’s shoes clacked in an unnatural rhythm as we walked on the glossy hardwood floor up to the receptionist. In my hand I held my completed nomination petition with my new name, Betsy Barlow, and my crispy, freshly laundered seventy-five dollars. 
Surprisingly, there was no wait, and I was able to walk straight up to the receptionist. 
“Hello. My name is Betsy Barlow, and I am here to register for the mayor election,” I said in the adult voice I had been religiously practicing. As you might remember, I was rather talented at altering my voice. 
The name Betsy Barlow was one I took with heavy consideration. Obviously I couldn’t use my own name. In fact, I wanted to make sure my name was as unlike my new name as possible. Betsy Barlow just seemed to roll off the tongue. 
The receptionist, her name tag read Bernice, gave me a shocked look. “Oh,” she said. “This is something I don’t see every day.”
I began to feel beads of sweat from the hairline underneath my synthetic wig. This was it. Bernice was a lady that could not be bamboozled. She saw right through our phony little charade. What was I even thinking? This was the most idiotic plan since the beginning of history of idiotic plans! I was too intelligent to get wrapped up in this dress-up game. 
My body tensed as I tried to tell my hands to grab the money and run. I was about to whisper to Owen to tell him to book it, but then Bernice ducked down and started rummaging underneath her desk. “Oh, I know the nomination packet is somewhere around here. Mary!” she yelled to a coworker sitting on the other side of the lobby counter. “Do you know where I can find the nomination packet we are supposed to give new nominees? Oh, here it is! Nevermind, Mary. I got it.” 
She flapped the stapled stack of papers on the counter in front of me. “Sorry about that. We haven’t had anyone other than Mayor Lankford enroll in the election in quite some time, and he usually just gets the packet faxed to him.” I believe I still had a petrified stare on my face.
“So,” she began again. “This is your welcome packet with all the rules and regulations for your campaign. There are also important dates for things such as debates, appearances, and ceremonies. The voting will be held on October 11th, and the winner of the race should be announced that night. One more thing.” She glanced from side to side, ducked her head a bit and lowered her voice. “I’ve heard from a little birdie that Mayor Lankford can be… how do I put this… well he can play rather dirty. I would suggest getting a good campaign manager and having sufficient funds to really wow the voters. I don’t know much about you, but I can tell you this. Anyone is bound to be a step up from Mayor Lankford. He’s a pain in the butt and doesn’t care much about his job.” She gave me a serious look. “You didn’t hear this from me,” she said. “Us women have to stick together.” She gave me a wink and then sat back down in her seat. 
I grabbed the packet and Owen began to back away from the counter. “Thank you very much, Bernice. You have been an absolute gem! I will remember you when I am the mayor of this town,” I said with an air of confidence that quickly found its way to my tongue.
“You know, we really should get together one day. I would love to pick your brain on some of your stances on the economic issues in our district. Also, what do...” Owen was pinching my thigh and trying to turn my torso around so we could walk out of the door.
“Okay, Ruthless, quit while we're ahead. You’re gonna blow it!” he whispered to me. I regained my composure and turned as Owen bustled us out of the door.
Once I felt the fresh air hit my face outside of the clerk of courts office and I could feel the weight of my petition packet in my hands, my heart sang. 
“We did it!” I whispered to Owen, “We really have a shot at this whole mayor thing.” 
Even though I couldn’t see Owen’s face, I could tell that he was smiling. “No, Ruthless. This is all you. You did it.” 
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Back at home, it was hard to keep my newfound secret under wraps. I was constantly locking my door to do research on political strategies from books that I had checked out at the library. I was practicing my speeches in the bathroom mirror, trying not to make a peep whenever my mom was home. 
Ever since the day I enrolled into the race, I beamed from head to toe. I felt as if there was a glow left on the floor from my footsteps. My mother must have sensed this erratic happiness.
“What are you so cheery about all of the sudden?” she asked me one night during dinner. Her legs were crossed, and she brought them up onto the seat of her chair. She had just gotten off from her shift at Mel’s Diner. Her hair was in its usual bun with blonde tendrils falling from all sides. Her small constellation of freckles bordered the slight bags under her eyes.
“Mother, life is just an endless string of surprises and wonder. What on earth do I have to be upset about?” I immediately regretted saying this. I was beginning to sound a bit like a lunatic. 
“Okay,” she said in a surrendering tone, and then brought her attention back to her kidney beans she had been moving around with her fork. 
After barely a moment, she spoke. “Is there a new special someone in your life that I should know about?” She looked back up at me with a sparkle in her eye.
I pondered this for a moment. I was absolutely uninterested in the opposite gender. So much so, in fact, I wondered if it would always be that way. Even though my mother’s theory completely repulsed me, I could see how this distraction could be used for my advantage. If my mother thought I had a crush, it would be a perfect cover for why I was locking my doors whenever she was home or spending so much time in the bathroom. 
“Yes, actually,” I said matter-of-factly as I folded my hands on top of each other. 
I could tell that my mother was a little taken back by my bluntness. 
“Oh really? And who may this mystery person be?” 
“I’d rather not say. It really is too early to be discussing these things. Who knows if it will just be a passing fling or something that will last? I will keep you updated.” My mother nodded, smiled, and continued with her meal. 
I wasn’t surprised this conversation was left where it was. My mother and I never talked about love interests or anything too serious, especially if it involved my father. I believed she did this to protect me and it seemed even she needed protection from these things.
My mother always had a fear of something; the boogieman, the great unknown, I was never quite sure. She was always looking over her shoulder, double-checking that the doors were locked, or asking if the car behind us looked like it was following us. Her nerves were normal to me. It wasn’t until it got so bad that I realized these were not normal things at all.
 
The Tale of a Mother’s Break
 
In a hazy dream of my six-year-old memory, I remember an unsettling day when my mother picked me up from Daisy’s house after work. She didn’t come inside to collect me but honked loudly from the car instead. When I looked up to Daisy, I could tell that she seemed concerned by my mother’s behavior and kept her eyes on her through the window as she handed me my backpack. 
When I ran out to my mother, I could see her hands clasped tightly around the steering wheel and her eyes wide, frantically focusing back and forth. I was used to my mother seeming nervous, but I could tell right away that something wasn’t right. But I ignored this small instinct and got in the back seat. 
When the door shut behind me, the car veered into motion. I had not braced myself for this momentum and yelled out in fright. My mother apologized, but did not look back to see if I was okay. 
I noticed all around me were our suitcases. I started to panic and ask her what was going on, hot tears falling down my cheeks. She told me we were going away for a while and left it at that, no matter how much I begged for more. 
We drove all through the night. I finally tired myself out and fell fast asleep. I was awoken by my mother scooping me out of the car and cradling me in her arms. When I looked around, I saw we were at a vacant motel parking lot. 
When we got inside one of the rooms, my mom gently placed me on the bed and rushed to lock the door. She ran to the windows and drew the blinds, fidgeting with them until there were no uncovered cracks. I watched as she took shallow breaths and slowly walked over to the bed next to me, taking a seat with her knees curled up to her chest. 
Throughout the night I looked over to find her eyes still wide open and her body slightly rocking back and forth. 
When the morning came, I questioned my mother about where we were going and when we were going home. She told me we weren’t going anywhere. Normally I would have protested until my questions were answered, but I never saw my mother in this state before. She had not moved all through the night, and her lips twitched as she murmured to herself. 
We ended up staying at that motel for three days. My mother would sneak off to the convenience store in the dead of night and bring us back food. No matter how much I screamed or questioned my mother did not waver. She remained in a petrified state. 
On the third night I stayed awake and waited for my mother to leave. When I finally heard the door creak shut, I shot up and rushed to the telephone on the other side of my mother’s bed. I frantically dialed Daisy’s number. 
The moment my mother saw Daisy at that motel door, she turned into a puddle of tears. Daisy scooped us up and drove us back to Baton Rouge in her baby blue beetle. 
On the way home, she dropped my mother off at a hospital. She told me I would be staying with her for a few weeks.
 
Even at six I didn’t need much explaining. I knew my mother was not okay and although I didn’t know the words for it at the time, somehow I knew my mother had gone through a mental break. 
After those strange weeks I felt a new distance from my mother. She had always been my everything, and to have that small glimpse that she could be out of my life scared me to death. Even at my young age and within my own subconscious, I knew this was a lot of pressure to put on a person. Being someone’s everything must be a scary fate. 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Within the first week that we were enrolled in the race, Geoffrey proved himself to be a fantastic campaign manager. In almost no time at all, Geoffrey had already been down to Singing Sammy’s Signage, and had different campaign slogans created.
He held up the first sign for us to read. It said:
 
Vote Betsy Barlow for Mayor.
Do you really want no good, Mayor Lankford again?
 
Although accurate, bad-talking my opponent didn’t seem like a good first impression to the public.
The next sign was bright and colorful with bold bubble letters. It read:
 
Betsy Barlow.
The gal to get the job done.
 
This was a move in the right direction, but I figured that it looked a bit childish, and the last thing we needed to look was childish. 
The last sign and thankfully the best, read: 
 
Betsy Barlow
We can do it! 
 
In small letters it read:
 
Vote Betsy Barlow for Baton Rouge Mayor. 
 
Underneath the lettering was a cartoon image that closely resembled Rosie the Riveter. I could tell the image was supposed to be me, but with maturity. The hair was tied up in a red and white polka-dot scarf that made up for the inconsistency of my synthetic black wig. The sign almost brought a tear to my eye. It was exactly what I would have imagined as my political image. Although I was playing another character, it made me feel as if the job could really be mine, not just Betsy Barlow’s. 
“Oh, Geoffrey. I love it!” I squealed as I rushed at his tall lanky legs and trapped them in a hug.
He chuckled and patted my head. “Alright. We mustn’t get this emotional after everything I show you.” 
I released my grip and straightened myself up. “Alright then. Let’s get down to business.” *cue kick-butt musical montage*
Buttons, t-shirts, posters, flyers, even bobbleheads. Geoffrey managed to get everything a real politician would have. We gave him our laundered two-thousand, sixty-two dollars and forty-four cents, and told him to not worry about the change. But after all the stops he was pulling out, I don’t think there was going to be much change left! Whenever I said this to Geoffrey, he rolled his eyes, chuckled, and shook his head. It was as if he thought I was making a joke. I pride myself in my ability to understand adult humor, but this time it all seemed a little over my head.  

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Our first public event happened a week after we enrolled. During the town monthly meeting, the community leaders were going to be announcing all the local officials running for government positions, mayorship being the last and most important position. We planned for this to be our big reveal. 
Owen and I suited up in our disguise and made our way to the Belaire High School gymnasium, which was where the meeting was being held. 
We entered through the wooden double doors that led to the gleamy white floors of the basketball court. I brushed a few strands of my dark bangs out of my eyes and could hear the clinking of Mrs. Jackson’s loafers with each step we took. Geoffrey didn’t join us in our entrance. He had other plans for his arrival and needed to stay back until the perfect moment. 
There were chairs set up in rows that held a sprinkle of citizens. We decided that sitting in one of them would be a task we weren’t yet ready to attempt. I led Owen to a wall with a railing, which I had him back into. I took a seat on the rail to give Owen’s shoulders a rest for the duration of the meeting. I must say, I never would have thought his shoulders could have such magnificent strength, but here they were, lugging me around as if I was weightless.
The meeting began as tediously as you might guess a Town Hall meeting would. The leader, a short woman with a time-aged face, announced the different jobs up for election, and the participants in the race. Most of the jobs I had no idea even existed, such as the Parks and Recreations Director, or the Economic Development Director. 
After the first twenty minutes, I began to fade in and out of sleep. Luckily for me, I wore my large oval sunglasses to shield my drooping eyes from the views of others. 
Once I heard the woman announce the Assistant City Manager, which I knew from my research was the position right under the mayor, I began to straighten out our trench-coat, and gave Owen a gentle tap with my heel. 
The woman finally announced Mayor Lankford to the stage. He got up from his front row seat and turned back to give the crowd a nonchalant wave. There were a few claps as he scaled the stairs up to the podium. He looked as dopey as ever with his overly gelled hair, and his peroxide-white smile.
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. Thank you for coming to this town hall meeting today. I wanted to take this moment to announce that I will be running for re-election as mayor of Baton Rouge.” A few low-energized claps came from the crowd, and then he went on. “If you’re happy with the way things are going around here and want to see them stay the same, then I’m your guy.” He poked out his thumbs and directed them to himself.
“During my term as mayor, I have been able to secure the development of our future mini-mall in our own Trellis Park. Because of this, there will be hundreds of new jobs and businesses driven into the city.” 
The crowd’s clapping was a bit more enthusiastic this time. It felt as if Mayor Lankford was pointing his announcement right to me. It had always been a little personal, but now it was even more so. 
Mayor Lankford trotted back to his seat after waving for a few minutes through the applause. 
The announcer stretched up to the microphone and tapped it once before bringing up her shriveled lips. “Next up we have Betsy Barlow.” 
Suddenly a blaring sound echoed from unseen speakers. Strobe lights began to flash throughout the room. Owen and I trotted down the hallway between the row of chairs. Behind us, Geoffrey charged through the doors holding a t-shirt cannon in each arm. The crowd, if you can even call it a crowd, wobbled slowly to their feet, and gave a low effort attempt to catch the t-shirts streaming through the arm. 
Walking up the steps to the podium proved itself to be a challenge, but no-one seemed to notice our unbalanced swagger since they were focused on the special effects.
I breathed in and prepared my lips for my first words to the public. “Good evening Baton Rouge!” I paused to welcome the roaring applause, well, roaring compared to any other applause experienced that night. “My name is Betsy Barlow and although I am new to this town, I have witnessed a community filled with wonder, passion, and unlimited potential.” I felt the energy from the crowd start to rise.
“Although this fine city is full of hard-working people who care about their community, I noticed several issues that have fallen through the cracks. There are numerous sidewalks long overdue for repaving. The community events have been sparse. The art in this city is lacking, and, worst of all, now there are plans to disrupt a local park for a mini-mall.” 
I looked over to Mayor Lankford in his front row seat and could see the steam leaving his ears. His eyes kept darting back and forth, and he scratched at his arms as if he didn’t know what to do with them. It didn’t seem that any spark of recognition was visible to him, so I began to relax.
I went on. “The city of Baton Rouge needs a leader with a fresh pair of eyes, an unstoppable fire, and the grit to get things done. This is why I am announcing that I will be running for mayor in this upcoming election.” I held up my hands as the crowd cheered. 
We teetered off the stage and passed Mayor Lankford who was now standing with clenched fists. He put on a dreadfully fake smile, and I could tell he was trying to get a better look at me as he did his best to lean in. 
As we walked back down the aisle, I stopped every few people to shake someone’s hand. Geoffrey followed behind and began to shoot off more t-shirts. 
Before we walked out of the double doors, I looked back to see Mayor Lankford fast-walking towards us. “Walk faster!” I whispered to Owen.
I didn’t want to get too close to Mayor Lankford. Although I was confident he had forgotten all about our meeting in his office, I wasn’t prepared to risk the chance of him recognizing me, or realizing I was a child.
“Lose him!” I whispered to Geoffrey before Owen and I scurried off into a janitor closet that we prepared earlier with a duffle bag of our normal clothes. 
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Going to school became extremely difficult. Attending school in general was horrid, but it reached a new level once I was a big-time politician. I felt more and more patronized by each passing second. The audacity of my teachers to treat me like I was practically an infant. I needed to ask permission to use the restroom, or to get a sip of water. I was about to manage a town, and I couldn’t urinate on my own free will?
The children that made up my school population didn’t have the slightest idea they were in the presence of greatness. All they cared about was collecting sticks and talking about farts. I actually had no idea what ordinary children talked about, that was just my best guess.
I decided, if I must attend school, I would do so sporting my ‘Vote Betsy Barlow’ button. Although none of my peers could vote, I thought it would be a marvelous plan to get the other students to wear the pins home. This way their parents might be inclined to vote for me once they see their dear child wearing my name. Who wouldn’t adore a politician that takes a special interest in children? It was an easy win. 
I waited for someone to ask me about it. I had the perfect pitch.
“Oh, you like my pin, and wish you could have one just like it? Well, you’re in luck! I’ve got a sack full of them at my locker. Just come on over and remember to tell your parents to vote for Betsy Barlow.”
I somehow overlooked the fact that if I suddenly sprung another head from my neck, none of my peers would notice. I needed to be more direct and more conniving. I decided to come up with a story for why these pins were a must have. I was a superb storyteller after all. 
 
The Tale of the Magical Buttons
 
In an underground bunker there was a secret scientific experiment facility. This facility specialized in a science known as Popularology. It is the study of finding ways to make things popular. It was funded by big marketing companies, looking for ways to make their products more desirable by people. 
This facility had the assignment that required them to develop a solution which could be applied to an object, making any person around that object immediately more popular. The company that funded this project was a major automotive company. They marketed their cars to rich, single, middle-aged men. They wanted their cars to give the men driving them the perception that they were the coolest things since the last ice age. 
After many tests, the scientists finally came up with a solution that turned any car into an absolute magnet for attention. They got to work coating their sample car in the magic liquid. However, one of the scientists accidentally tripped while carrying over a batch of the solution, causing it to spill over a pile of scrap metal. 
This wasn’t a big deal. The scientists simply gave their assistant orders to have the metal destroyed and didn’t give the incident a second thought. 
Unfortunately for them, the assistant happened to be very untrustworthy. All he cared about was making an extra buck. He decided to take these pieces of scrap metal, smuggle them out, and sell them on the black market. 
The metals went from person to person, making everyone in contact extremely wealthy. The last person to receive the metal turned them into buttons. They figured they could sell them to rich politicians who were looking to impress their voters. 
He sold the buttons to a wealthy politician under the name Betsy Barlow who used the buttons to make all her supporters be perceived as irresistibly cool, funny, and all around charming. Anyone who wore these buttons would automatically become the coolest person in school.
 
Although the students at my school were quite gullible, they had enough sense to not believe this tale. I decided I needed to come up with a plan to make it seem more believable. The first step was finding the right influence, and that happened to be Greg Westwood. 
If my school was the animal kingdom, Greg Westwood was the lion. He was the son of the local weatherman, threw the best pool birthday parties, was a star athlete, and had the flowiest golden hair. He was a middle-school dreamboat. I was never one to subscribe much to school popularity, but I certainly took notice of when I could use it for my advantage. My time had finally come.
Greg Westwood always stayed after school for lacrosse practice. I decided that I would wait for him outside the locker rooms so we could have a private conversation. When he saw me waiting for him on the bench parallel to the locker room’s exit, he sighed and spoke. “What is it now, Ruthless?” This response made me realize that I might have used his popularity for my advantages once or twice before.
“Greg Westwood! Buddy! How are you today?” I said as I bustled my satchel and myself up from the bench and into step with him.
“Just go on,” he said. 
“Okay. Cut to the chase. I get it. Love that about you. Well, the thing is, I have these buttons.” I opened up my satchel to show him my stash. “I really need you to get everyone to wear them.” 
He didn't slow down and continued to look straight ahead. “And why on Earth should I do that?” 
“Because these are no ordinary buttons. They are magical! Well not as much magical, more scientifically modified.”
I gave him a summary of The Magical Button Tale. When I finished, he gave a sharp and pointed laugh. 
“I know because you are smart you think everyone will believe everything you say, but you are reaching a little far on this one.” 
“No, I promise!” I squealed. “Listen, just wear it for a day to school tomorrow and see the reactions you get!” 
He said nothing. 
“I’ll give you twenty bucks!” 
“Alright. Deal,” he said, stopping in his tracks and turning towards me with his hand outstretched for the button and the cash. 
I was a little surprised at the ease of this negotiation, but did not dare question it. I handed him the button and the crumpled-up money. He gave me a wave once he was several paces ahead of me and didn’t look back. Gosh, he was cool. 
Prior to this conversation, I paid the neighborhood boy, Randy, to tell everyone in school that Greg Westwood’s grandma had died, but that he didn’t want anyone knowing. I decided to use Randy, instead of telling everyone myself. I didn’t want anything coming back to me. I figured that everyone would be even nicer than usual to him if they thought he could go through a mental breakdown at any moment. 
The next day, I kept a close eye on Greg Westwood. I knew it was going to be hard to gauge an increase of popularity for him since everyone was already smitten by him, but I figured he needed just a little extra attention in order to turn his beliefs around. 
When Greg Westwood got onto the bus that morning, everyone gave him a somber, “Hey Greg, thinking about you,” or, “Hey Greg, hope you’re doing okay today.” He just gave them a perplexed smile and retreated to his usual seat. 
I had heard from a kid in his English class that Greg’s teacher treated him like royalty all day. She let him get an extra snack, gave him extra time to complete his assignments, and even told him he didn’t need to turn in any homework for the rest of the week. 
By the time the bell rang for lunchtime, Greg Westwood was utterly sold. “Alright, Ruthless, I don’t know how this is possible, but the button worked. Everyone has been so nice to me today! I’m keeping this on.” He gave me a wink and walked down the hall. 
That was all I needed. Greg Westwood needn’t utter a word. The sheer fact that he was wearing the button made the school population come in droves. Students begged to have one of my buttons. That day, after school, I had to tell Geoffrey to order another batch. 
 

Chapter Thirty
 
I was immensely pleased with myself. I was convinced this was my first step in my successful campaign. That was until the next day when I heard Janis’ crisp voice say, “Ruthless Rowe, please report to the principal’s office,” over the school intercom. 
I walked into the suite and saw Janis. She gave me a smirk and pressed the button to Principal Hansen’s office. “Ruthless is here,” she said. 
“Send her in,” it buzzed back almost immediately. 
“Well, Ruthless. It’s been a few weeks since I’ve seen you last,” Janis said.
“Just keeping myself busy. World domination. The usual.” Janis chuckled at this, and I walked to Principal Hansen’s office door. 
“Good luck,” she said without turning around. 
When I walked through the door, Principal Hansen looked up from his papers. I always tried to have the first word when greeting him. “Ahh Jerry, it’s been a while. How are the kittens?” I casually walked over to the chair facing his desk. I took a comfortable seat and placed one leg over the other. 
“They’re good. Macy has been having a stomach ache ever since I switched her food to the one the vet prescribed, and Fluffers has been...” He stopped himself mid-sentence and straightened out his jacket. “But that is not the point of this meeting. We have some serious issues to discuss.” 
“Serious? Whatever could you mean?” I said while trying to keep an innocent sparkle in my eye.
“I think you know exactly what I mean,” he said in a serious tone as he flipped his leather journal open. His brow was furrowed, and his eyes darted from me to his papers. He read from his notes. “Radioactive buttons ring a bell?” 
I nonchalantly slid my hand over my button on my blazer and said, “I’m truly sorry. I’m still a bit lost as to what you are referring to.”
“Well let’s see,” he said as he flipped to another page. “I have had ten sets of parents call me this morning, furious that their child was sent home with radioactive pins and being swindled for some political gain.” 
“Oh dear!” I said. “Did they say who had given them the pin?” 
He gave me a dull look, “No they didn’t, but...” 
I got up from my seat. “Well,” I said. “I guess the perpetrator is still at large. I’ll keep an eye out for you.”
I had my back facing Principal Hansen and was on my way out when he spoke up. “Randy gave you up Ruthless. The gig is up.” 
I paused in my tracks. “That little twerp,” I murmured.
The rest of my buttons were confiscated, my mother was called, and I was given orders that I was not allowed to try to influence my peers about any of my political viewpoints. What was this, Soviet Russia? There went my major plan of action to gain voters.
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
When I arrived home from school that day, I tried to carefully tiptoe into my room without being noticed by my mother. Unfortunately for me, my mother was waiting for me at the kitchen table. I thought she would question me until the only obvious conclusion was that I was running for mayor as two kids in a trenchcoat. 
Surprisingly, this was not her first thought. Although she was a bit cross with me for lying to children to help a politician, she seemed proud. She said she heard about Betsy Barlow from one of her co-workers, and she sounded like someone this town needed. She was proud I was finally making change the right way. Oh goodness. If only she knew. 
When I revealed to Geoffrey that evening that I lost all the newly ordered buttons, he didn’t seem mad, like I thought he would be. I asked him if he thought we still had a chance without this major form of campaigning. He chuckled. “Ruthless,” he said. “That was just something to keep you busy. I have a whole operation underway!” 
He showed us an ad he took out in the local paper debuting our slogan and plan of action. He drove us to the park nearby and showed us the bench that had our slogan and logo plastered to the face. He even revealed we would be filming a commercial! I was really starting to believe we wouldn’t be getting any change back from the funds we gave him, but I didn’t care a bit. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
The big day finally arrived. Well, not the biggest day, but it was the charity dinner that I anticipated all week long. I could barely contain my excitement just thinking about outshining Mayor Lankford. 
Owen, Geoffrey, and I arrived at the dinner fashionably late. We wanted to ensure everyone was already seated at their designated table so no one would get too close. We reserved a table which was parallel to Mayor Lankford’s, but far enough away so he couldn’t get a good look at us. 
The event hall was dressed in white linens and polished china. There were men wearing black suits with women draped over their arms. You could hear forced laughter and the clinking of glass reverberating off the walls. 
Owen and I practiced our sitting for this event. We discovered it was just like regular sitting except I would still be on Owen’s shoulders. Owen was a bit concerned with the fact that he wouldn’t be able to eat during this banquet. I wanted to make sure he didn’t miss out on his favorite activity of all. Eating. We choreographed how I would sneak food through my arm hole. I crossed my fingers that dinner was not some sort of stew. 
As we were seated, Mayor Lankford gave us a nod. I was feeling a bit uncomfortable with how comfortable he seemed. I expected him to be a bit more on edge based on our last meeting. 
Once the auctioning portion of the evening was over, it was time for the politicians in attendance to make a speech. Geoffrey prepped me as to how to gather the audience’s attention and what exactly to say. I whispered for Owen to stand up. I picked up my drinking glass and tapped it with my fork.
Geoffrey overlooked the fact that he needed to direct me as to how hard I should tap on the glass. I knew I was powerful, but I had no idea I could shatter it with such a simple motion. The crowd gasped as the shards of glass glittered the white linen tablecloth before me. Geoffrey stood up, removed the mangled stem from my hand, and bent down to collect the remains. “Go on,” he urged. I didn’t have much of a choice since everyone in the room had their eyes glued to me, including Mayor Lankford who seemed delightfully amused. 
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen of Baton Rouge!” I tried to pretend as if I didn’t just make a colossal fool of myself. “I want to express my truest gratitude to everyone in attendance tonight. This charity will greatly affect all the citizens that participate in a neighborhood watch. We are eternally grateful for all those men and women in this audience who risk their lives peeking out of their windows and are making sure their streets are safe by being in everyone’s business.” I meant for this to serve as a compliment, but right as the words left my mouth, I could taste the irony. 
The crowd began to buzz awkwardly. I stammered for a few minutes and looked from the side of my eyes at Geoffrey, begging for help. He waved for me to go on. 
“Anyway, we are grateful for all you do and hope the funds donated tonight will help you all get, uh, whatever equipment it is you all need: better binoculars, or walkie talkies or something. I am not sure, but I just hope you all can get it.” I was spiraling. I needed a distraction. I needed to get the attention away from my dreadful speech and back on to how dreadful Mayor Lankford was. 
“I just want to thank Mayor Lankford for being here tonight,” I went on. “I know he has a lot going on with running a town and making sure it stays exactly the same, with no repairs or improvements.” My voice was sharp with the last two accusations, and I got closer to the microphone as they came out of my pursed lips.
I knew right away it was a cheap shot and I had no way of improving this train wreck of a speech. I decided to cut my losses and end it right there. 
“My name is Betsy Barlow, and I am running for Mayor. Thank you, everyone!” I gave one last wave. I could scarcely hear the peppering of claps coming from the crowd as I took my seat and put on a fake smile. I felt as if my cheeks would burn to a crisp. 
Owen whispered from beneath me. “What the heck was that?” 
“I don’t know. I just panicked. The shattered glass threw me off.” At that moment, I was yet again thankful for my large sunglasses to shade my watering eyes from viewers. 
It was now Mayor Lankford’s turn to speak. “Thank you, Ms. Barlow, for that very... interesting speech.” I tried not to look at him as he went on, expecting to burst into tears. 
“I would also like to thank the fine citizens of this town for taking the time out of their busy schedule to join us here tonight. We are nothing without this community, and we thank you for your service of keeping us safe from criminals.” He paused and waited for the boisterous applause to subside. 
“Although here in the city of Baton Rouge, we hold the reputation of our fine citizens, there are always a few bad eggs in the bunch. Criminals are inevitable in any area of life. There seems to be nowhere to avoid them, even in tonight’s banquet hall.” The crowd went silent. I had a creeping suspicion this turn of events was about to hold a sour aftertaste.
“Our own dear Betsy Barlow is gracious enough to employ a criminal. She looked past the fact that he did hard time for a very serious crime and hired Geoffrey Arnette as her campaign manager.” There were a few gasps from the audience. My blood stiffened. I looked at Geoffrey. His face looked pained as he stared down Mayor Lankford. 
“We can see Betsy Barlow fully believes in rehabilitation of criminals, no matter the crime. This just goes to show how trusting and carefree she is as a person. Although this is a quality of character that I admire, I cannot exactly relate. I have always been a man of caution and making sure my company is surrounded by reliable people. I guess this goes to show how we differ as politicians.” 
“Okay, that’s enough!” I grumbled under my breath as I readied to stand up, or at least tried while being attached to another person. Geoffrey caught me by my arm. 
“It’s great to have you here, Betsy.” Mayor Lankford raised his glass towards me. “I propose a toast to all the charitable acts, however large or confusing they may be.” I could hear the crowd fluttering back and forth with confusion. He finished by holding his glass up to the crowd, taking a swig and then returning to his seat. A grin as large as a crescent moon sat upon his face. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Three
 
“That’s it. We’re finished!” I finally exclaimed as we entered Owen’s house. We spent the entire drive home in silence. I face-planted on Owen’s oversized couch cushion. I was too depressed to even cry. 
I had never been so embarrassed in my entire life. I once got my foot caught in between tree branches and was stuck hanging upside down for fifteen minutes while my underwear was exposed, and that doesn’t even come close to the shame I felt at this moment.
Geoffrey solemnly walked to a chair across from me, ran his burly hands through his coarse black hair, and lit a cigarette. He took a log drag before he spoke. “There’s only one thing left to do.” He took a short pause. “I need to publicly resign as your campaign manager.” 
“No!” I said abruptly as I picked myself up. “There is no way we can do this without you!” 
“You saw the way those people reacted. They don’t know what crime I have committed. They don’t know the story. My arrest record is available to the public. They are going to go home, search my name, and find out I have a felony charge for indecent disposal of a body. They will pin me as a serial killer.” He stopped at the window and gazed out as he brought the cigarette back up to his lips. The wind blew in, moving the sheer curtains in a ghostly nature.
I thought for a moment before speaking, and then realized I had nothing to say at all. I knew almost nothing about politics. If Geoffrey said that there was no chance we would win with him as a campaign manager, he was probably right. 
We left that night with Geoffrey’s final words. I went up to him as he stared out the window and grabbed his hand. He grabbed it back, but did not move from his stance. He continued to bring his cigarette up and down from his lips. I finally let him go, let myself out, and went back home. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
At breakfast the next morning I was in a sour mood. I spooned at my cereal without making any attempts to actually devour it. 
“What’s with you today?” my mother asked, looking up from her paper. 
“Nothing,” I replied blankly.
She waited for a few moments. “Are things not going well with you know who?” she asked.
I slowly looked up at her, my nose scrunched, and my eyebrow raised. I had no idea what she was talking about. When I met her twinkling eyes and noticed the way she was hunched forward in her chair as if eager to engage with me, I realized what she meant.
“Oh yeah... that’s it. It’s over between us.” 
She gave me an understanding nod and reached out to grab my hand. 
“Oh honey, I’m so sorry. First heartbreaks can be the worst.” 
“Yeah,” I said while nodding. “I just really thought it was going to last longer than this. Men are the worst!”
My mother chuckled. “Well, I guess it’s better you know now than later,” she said. “Some men can be the absolute worst. Don’t worry though, us women can handle life without them!” She said this last statement boisterously. 
She propped her feet onto the chair next to her and brought her newspaper back up to her nose. I guessed that was how she wanted to leave the conversation. I think she knew these kinds of conversations could quickly open up a can of worms, also known as her life. 
A few moments went on before she spoke up again. “Oh, did you hear about that politician you liked? Betty Barlow or something.” 
“Betsy Barlow,” I corrected her. 
“Yeah! I guess she was at some charity event last night and our current mayor tried to embarrass her for having a felon as her campaign manager. What a piece of work!” 
“Well maybe there’s another side to the story! Did you ever think of that?” I said, a little too angrily. 
She gave me a confused look, “No, I don’t mean Betsy is a piece of work. I mean the mayor. Everyone makes mistakes in their past. Her campaign manager might have had a tough life. The mayor doesn’t know. He did his time. He shouldn’t still be paying for it now he’s free. I’m all for convict reform.” 
I sat, stunned. I hadn’t even considered this angle. “But do you think other people will look at it that way? Do you think people will still vote for her?” 
She flopped the paper she was reading over to my side of the table. “Look,” she said. “They’re already talking about it in this article. They are saying Mayor Lankford sounds like an elitist snob. Apparently his plan backfired. People aren’t happy with how he sounded when referring to reformed convicts.”
I snatched the paper and glued my eyes to each word. After reading the article, I popped up from my chair and gave a triumphant, “yes!” 
My mother chuckled. “You must really like this politician huh?” she said.
“Oh, don’t even get me started!” I exclaimed as I grabbed my coat off the rack and darted to the front door. I galloped down the street to Owen’s house. 
Once I got through the iron gates of the Jackson’s residence, I gave a hollow shout. “Geoffrey! Owen!” I did not stop my running or hollering until Geoffrey finally opened the large front doors, and I was sputtering my excitement all throughout their lobby. 
I snagged a copy of the paper from the driveway on my sprint to the Jackson’s. I hurtled it into Geoffrey’s eyesight. “Page six!” I exclaimed. 
He fumbled while unfolding the paper and I watched as his eyes tracked the words. I finally witnessed his face inch up into a smile, a big toothy smile. 
He let out a bold laugh. “I can’t believe this,” he said. 
He put the paper down and began pacing around the sitting room in a happy stride. He finally took a seat and brought his hands up to his smile strewn face.
Owen and I gazed in excitement, until we witnessed a light tear stream down Geoffrey’s face. We held our gaze and lightly trod towards him. We sat across from him and waited for him to finally explain his emotions. 
“For years since Forte’s death I felt I must live in the shadows. You think your mistakes will surely follow you until there is no you anymore. And then you think to yourself ‘Everyone is self-absorbed. They will never care to remember my mistakes when they have all of their own to worry about.’ But then time and time again you are proven wrong. Somehow it is brought to light. You must live your regret and your loss over and over again. I had been jobless, homeless, and without a friend. That was all until your parent’s hired me, Owen. I know sometimes you thought they were obtuse and frivolous, but they stuck their neck out for me when no one else would. And then you two. You cared to listen to my tale until the end. You cared to trust me after everything you know. 
After last night, I felt as if everything was going to cave in on me again, just like it always does. People would find out about my past and look at me as if I was nothing more. But now I see there's hope. People are starting to be compassionate for those who have made mistakes. I feel as if I could die right now and know I left a world worth leaving.”
Geoffrey’s revelation left me a bit sentimental. The French have a way of turning the smallest thing into something romantic. I knew this was a triumph, not only for our campaign, but also for our town. I hadn’t lived enough life to experience the prejudices and hardships that go with having a rough past, but from what I saw from Geoffrey, people were not as kind as you expected them to be. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
Our campaign was set into a new motion. I had half a mind to work on an act of revenge towards that slimy Mayor Lankford, but I knew it wouldn’t be necessary since he was probably wallowing in his own pity at the moment. We were going to lean into this unexpected win, so hard that it would bring a wall down onto the Lankford campaign. Geoffrey decided he was going to set up a press conference for our new platform. It would be a chance to redeem myself as a public speaker. My first speech at the town-hall meeting was just an introduction and was followed by the mess of my speech at the charity dinner. I knew the press wasn’t only going to question me on my position on prison reform. They were going to inquire about every stitch of my political blanket. 
I needed to rehearse and rehearse for whatever question could be thrown my way. I did so with Geoffrey until I was sure his ears were bleeding. I could have continued spewing my words at him if only he didn’t have a full-time job as an assistant and a job on top of that as my campaign manager. He was preoccupied to say the least. 
I tried to rehearse with my other half, my dear Owen, but he wasn’t much help. Although intelligent, he was still undoubtedly an eleven-year-old boy. One of the questions he threw at me, during our one and only session was, “what is your standpoint on the best type of pickles?” 
I gave him a dry, unamused face, but he went on. “Do you prefer dill, bread and butter, homemade, or spicy? The viewers have to know!” He held up his fist to my lips as if it was a microphone. I slapped it out of my face and scolded myself for setting myself up for such buffoonery. 
I decided it was time I paid a visit to my dear friend Daisy. I missed her terribly and I knew she would ask the most fitting questions. 
As I made my way up her walkway, I was alarmed to hear chatter coming from inside the house. Daisy never had anyone come over besides her trusted few. My mother was at work, and I was there at her front stairs. 
I picked up the large brass knocker and began to rap boisterously. The voices stopped until I heard heavy footsteps begin to walk towards the door. I backed up, realizing I wasn’t ready to deal with intruders. 
The door opened slightly, and I saw part of a man’s face peeking out. I regained my confidence and forcefully pushed the door all the way open. 
When I realized the identity of the man in the doorway, I felt my head start to spin. We just stared at each other, neither talking for what felt like hours. Our trance was finally broken. “Jerry, who is it?” Daisy’s figure appeared out to the side. She brought her hand up to her mouth once she saw me. 
Jerry Hansen. Principal Jerry Hansen. This was the man who ruined my plans numerous times. He stood in the doorway of one of my dearest friends’ house, wearing a dull yellow sweater and casual slacks. 
Daisy finally spoke up, “Come in. Let me explain.” 
 
The Tale of Daisy and Mr. Hansen
 
Daisy, being an artist, was one to be wrapped up in her projects. She was not the kind of artist to leave things undone or get distracted by new endeavors. After the incident of the courtyard debacle, the giant slab of marble was delivered to her home. The marble was beautiful, and Daisy knew she must complete her vision.
Her original plan for the marble was to chisel it into the bust of Principal Hansen and she was set to stick to that plan. Before the day of the project, she collected pictures of Principal Hansen from yearbooks of mine, and a few clippings out of old newspapers. She hoped these pictures would be enough to complete the sculpture.
Daisy quickly realized her few photos would not be enough to complete her vision. She needed to get a closer look at her subject. She knew she couldn’t just walk up to Principal Hansen and ask him to model for her. For one, she was dreadfully too shy for that, and two, she knew it was a touchy subject. 
Daisy had always been an observant person. Even though she didn’t know most people personally, she knew everyone in town, and tiny aspects of their daily routines. She saw that Principal Hansen would frequent a local cafe every Sunday morning. He sat by himself at a small circular table and sipped a cappuccino while reading a book. She decided that she would go unnoticed if she sat at a far enough distance and sketched out his different facial features in her notebook. She went three Sundays in a row sitting at a table, slightly covered by some greenery, but with enough visibility to get a good look at her subject. 
On the third Sunday, and what she believed to truly be the last, she focused on her sketches. She traced the curve of Hansen’s nose again and again. She revisited her strokes that formed his eyelashes. She was in a trance. Suddenly she heard someone clear their throat from above her. She looked up, and there was Hansen looking down at her sketch of him. 
At first Daisy felt as if her embarrassment would surely consume her. She stared blankly without saying a word. Hansen however did not seem alarmed. He asked her if he could sit next to her and told her she was a wonderful artist. 
Daisy remained silent for several minutes while Hansen admired her artwork and asked to see the rest of her sketches. He didn’t seem alarmed to find she had sketches upon sketches of different angles of his profile. When Daisy finally realized this man was interested in her work and meant her no harm, she began to warm up.
She eventually revealed who she was and why she had been sketching him for so many days. Hansen apologized for having to stop the courtyard operation and explained why it had to be done. Daisy admitted she understood. 
Hansen was impressed by Daisy’s commitment to the project and begged to see what she started with the statue. Although it was completely out of her character, Daisy agreed to have him over and show him her work. 
 
Once Daisy finished telling me this awful tale, she looked up at Principal Hansen from the spot they were both sitting. She had a glimmer in her eye. “And then from that day it just seemed like he never left,” she said. They were holding hands on top of each other’s lap.
I felt as if I could vomit right there in Daisy’s living room. I stared at them in utter disgust. Daisy was one of my dearest friends. I always thought the world of her. Jerry Hansen, on the other hand, was a constant annoyance. 
I knew Daisy wasn’t the most confident flower, but she was a rose and deserved the most distinguished man of all of Baton Rouge, someone like her late husband Henry Dubose, not this puddle of a man!
I straightened myself out from the chair facing Hansen and Daisy’s literal loveseat and cleared my throat. “Daisy, could I speak to you in private for a moment?” I immediately stood up and walked to her bedroom expecting her to follow, which she did. 
Once we were both in her room, I shut the door, and began to pace back and forth. Finally, I stopped and spoke up. “Okay, I think I got it. This is all a brilliant scheme to make sure I am in the good favor of Principal Hansen. I’ll admit this is a decent enough plan, but I never would have thought you had the courage to pull something like this off. Besides, I don’t really think it’s worth it to have to deal with him.” 
Daisy gave me a hurt look. “Ruthless, I like him.”
I walked up to her and reached up on my tippy toes to hold my palm to her forehead. “Are you feeling okay?” 
She pushed my hand away, and her expression became more wounded. 
“Listen, I know that you don’t think much of him because he doesn’t let you do whatever you want, but he is kind, and he cares about my art.” 
‘Doesn’t let me do whatever I want to do’? I thought. What was I, a child? I mean yes, but I never thought so in Daisy’s eyes. 
“Jerry Hansen is a weak man who does not deserve you!” 
“Ruthless, I am a grown woman. I have always let you speak freely, but you need to respect my decisions.” At this, she walked to the bedroom door and opened it. She kept her arm across the frame, waiting for me to exit before her. 
I was stunned by her assertiveness. Although I was proud, I did not enjoy it being directed towards me in a negative way. 
I started to speak, but she interrupted with a sharp, “no,” and nodded towards the door. I accepted my defeat and walked out. 
I stormed across the living room, collected my stuff, and gave Hansen the death-stare until I reached the front door. I flung it open and stomped down the pathway.
When I was halfway down, Daisy called out to me. “Let’s talk about this tomorrow, Ruthless.” 
I did not turn around and I did not plan to be doing any sort of communicating with Daisy for quite some time. 
 
The next day I replayed the frightful tale back to Owen. Although I expected him to be as horrified as I was, he found it all rather amusing. He laughed so forcefully that his round glasses were fogging up from his heavy breath. 
“What on earth could be funny about this? Our beloved Daisy is brainwashed by this horrible man.” 
“I think you are being a tad dramatic,” Owen said as he wiped a tear with his finger. “Can you imagine how ridiculous Principal Hansen looks kissing someone?” He began to laugh even harder than before, practically rolling around on the floor.
I’d had enough. “Owen, this is our dear friend Daisy we’re talking about. Not some floozy from down the street!” 
“Oh, Ruthless, lighten up. Old people get lonely. Hansen is a halfway decent guy. At least he’s employed and not a serial killer, at least as far as we know.” He paused. “Besides, when I think about it, they’re kind of a cute couple. Both a little strange, both a little old.” 
I could see there was no point arguing with Owen anymore. Although I could have spent forever discussing the craziness of this relationship, I was exhausted. I had a press conference coming up, and I needed to prepare. I decided it was the proper time to let the situation go. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
As I walked in the conference hall on that sunny afternoon, I felt as if my intestines would drop out of my butt. Although I rehearsed my responses to possible questions for two weeks, I was scared from the last time I spoke in front of people. Geoffrey gave me a detailed list of all the possible questions that could be hurled my way, but there was no true way of knowing what the reporters would ask. 
The conference room was large and bare, with a small bundle of reporters seated at the front. The air seemed empty without the clicking of cameras or the yelling for my attention that I pictured. I’ll admit the surprising calmness seemed to relax me. 
The three of us, Geoffrey, Owen and I, walked briskly down the aisle between the mostly empty rows of chairs. I kept my gaze straight ahead and we took a strategic seat at the center of a large table, parallel to the crowd. Geoffrey told me to keep a straight face throughout the meeting. Smiling made me look young, and that was something I was avoiding. 
The first reporter walked up to the lone microphone facing our panel. “Good evening, Ms. Barlow,” he said. “I am John Scotsman, here with the Baton Rouge Journal. The people of Baton Rouge see you care about the reformed convicts in this city. What are the policies you plan to roll out if elected?”
I felt a smile start to form at the corners of my mouth, but I suppressed it before it even got its first glimpse of light. This was one of the obvious questions I had prepared for. 
“Wonderful question, Mr. Scotsman. I am a firm believer in second chances and offering rehabilitation to our citizens. We have several plans in place for how we can better serve this struggling population. One of these is to offer a tax credit to businesses that hire applicants who have been convicted. We hope this will create more jobs for our citizens and also help our small businesses in the area.” 
Owen patted my knee with excitement. Inside, I was grinning ear to ear. 
The next reporter walked up to the microphone. “Good evening Betsy Barlow,” she said. “My name is Evelynn, and I am here with The Advocate. I hear you saying you believe in rehabilitation for our citizens. Can you speak on your policies for substance abuse rehabilitation?” 
It was almost like someone paid them to ask the most appropriate questions. 
“Yes,” I replied swiftly. “I believe that addiction is a sickness and must be treated as such. We need to provide more opportunities for our struggling citizens to receive care.” 
The reporter spoke again into the microphone. “Who is going to be paying for this rehabilitation? Where will the money come from?”
I cleared my throat. “Think about all the taxpayer dollars that go towards the effects of addiction, providing social welfare when they ultimately lose their house and jobs, policing hours that are used to stop the selling and distribution of illegal substances. All of these things could be gone if we put the money towards rehabilitation centers.” Geoffrey had basically spoon fed me this answer during our role-playing for this press conference. Although my intelligence was impressive, I didn’t always exactly know what I was saying.
The room seemed pleased with my response, and it stayed that way for quite some time. Every question was answered successfully. That was until the last person came to the podium.
“Pleasure to be here, Ms. Barlow,” she said. “My name is Andrea, and I am from WAFB Channel 9. What is your view on the city’s new vote on TPO management when it comes to FDP or FDM?” 
Oh shoot. “I’m sorry. Could you repeat the question?” I said, as if hearing it again would somehow make me understand. She repeated the question, this time a tad bit slower. She could have asked that question over and over again until I was at a ripe old age, and I would have never understood it. TPO? FDP? FDM? Were full words really that exhausting to express? The best I could come up with was ‘Toilet Paper Ordinance’ and how ridiculous would it be for this woman to stand here and waste all of our time on toilet paper, so I knew that couldn’t be it. After what felt like an eternity, but was only a few seconds, I decided my only option was to contrive my way out of this. 
“Thank you, Andrea, for that wonderful question. There is just so much to say about the TPO management. I’m not even sure where I should start. The T, the P, the O, just all so important in their own special way. Just the other day, I was talking to my dear friend and campaign manager Geoffrey Arnette about this specific new vote. Isn’t that right, Geoffrey?” Geoffrey nodded, and stared back blankly. I could see in his eyes a plea for forgiveness. He had no clue either.
I gave a few light nods, took in a big gulp, and proceeded. “I just think the people of this fine city are intelligent people. If they want to vote on a bill that affects the FDP or the FDM then I say let them have it! As they say here in our great United States of America, ‘For the people, by the people’.” 
“So you think it was a good thing the bill was passed?’ Andrea immediately questioned. 
There was no way I was getting out of this. I prayed to any god in the universe that was listening, that he might cast some sort of grace onto me. After a few minutes of back-and-forth panic with my inner monologue, I decided to just go for it. 
“Yes, I think it’s a great thing.” I waited for the consequences of my response. 
Surprisingly there was no sign of these consequences coming anytime soon. As Andrea leaned forward to speak into the microphone, I held my breath. “Thank you,” she said plainly. I nodded and immediately turned to Geoffrey. He gave me a shrug and a puzzled expression. 
That concluded the press conference. There were no more questions to answer and, as a few reporters began to collect their things and proceed out from their aisles, Geoffrey stood up, leaned into my microphone, and thanked everyone who came. 
We waited for everyone to leave before we got up from our seats. As we walked out of the conference hall, I caught myself continuing to check my surroundings. I was terrified I just gave my seal of approval on something absolutely horrible. For all I knew, I could have said it was great a racist bill got approved. I was aware all the statements from the press conference wouldn’t be released for several days, but I was sure someone was going to emerge from the shadows and attack me. 
“What the heck did I just say was great?” I said, once I felt it was safe enough to speak freely.
“Honestly, Ruthless, I have absolutely no idea. We need to go home and do some research. But calm down. How bad could it be?” 
As it turns out it could be really bad. But in our case, it ended up pretty good. That weekend a newspaper called Betsy Barlow ‘A Leader for the People’. The article was about how I cared for the working class of Baton Rouge and how my support of the TPO being passed, went to show just how down to earth I was. 
Geoffrey and I tried to do some research on what the acronyms TPO, FDP, and FDM even meant, but to no such luck. It was impossible to do any respectable research about something when the only information we had on the matter was three letters. From what I gathered from the press releases, it had to do with an obscure taxing legislation that gave benefits to a very specific people. I had no clue who these people were, but at least I knew I had their vote. We struck dumb luck yet again. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
After the press conference we rose in the polls. In the coming weeks it was starting to look like this mystery figure known as Betsy Barlow might actually have a chance at becoming mayor of Baton Rouge. People were excited to have a fresh politician with plans of improvement. There were groups of people organizing Barlow rallies. People were eager to put out campaign signs in their yard, and it was hard to go very far in town without seeing a ‘Vote for Barlow’ bumper sticker. Although there were a few theories going around about why I was always spotted in the same trench coat and colossal sunglasses, it seemed as if people were more concerned with what I had to say than what I was wearing. Imagine that. A woman being recognized for something other than her appearance. It was a truly astonishing moment for womankind as a whole.
 
I worried our good fortune was sure to run out soon. I imagined Mayor Lankford peering over a magic crystal ball, watching my every move. He cackled with delight when he could see my pores start to perspire and hissing in rage whenever I proved to be triumphant. He was dropping ogre toes into a boiling cauldron, concocting up my next demise.
As you might be able to tell, disliking someone so strongly can churn a train of thought into maddening delusions. After the charity debacle, I went into full conspiracy mode. I was certain all of Mayor Lankford’s political strategies had to do with the cracking of my character. Even though my paranoia might have been slightly misconstrued, I did have some rational fear. I had an entire false identity, and my highest level of education did not even exceed the gates of middle-school. If he even caught somewhat as a glimpse of me in the wrong lighting, I was done for. As it turned out, my irrational fears were not so crazy after all.
 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
A few weeks went by without speaking a word to Daisy. She continued to come over and try to see me. Although Daisy and my mother were as tight as anything, my mother knew I was too stubborn to speak to anyone I was upset with unless I let my walls down a tad bit. During that time, my walls were as high as height itself. She knew it was no use.
I talked to my mother about my unsettling find at the Hyatt residence and, surprisingly, she wasn’t alarmed. She told me she had known about the two of them seeing each other and thought it was ‘absolutely darling’. After she said this to me, I made a mental note to check the fluorine levels of the city’s water. It seemed as if my first action as mayor should be to fix this since it had to be why everyone was going crazy.
 
One day, as I was scribbling in my agenda about all my plans as mayor, I heard a light tap on my bedroom door. I scrunched my nose, skeptical of who it could be. My mother wouldn’t have been so gentle when knocking on my door. She would only loudly thump to give me a few seconds warning before barging in. 
I waited for a moment but when I heard nothing I got up and tiptoed to the door. After a few seconds of wiggling my fingers around the doorknob, I carefully dragged it open. 
There in the doorway was Daisy. Her hands were fidgeting nervously. In her eyes I could see a look of desperation.
She cleared her throat. “Can we take a walk?” she said.
At first neither of us said anything. We just walked in silence. She followed a few steps behind me and eventually spoke up. “Ruthless, I need to talk to you about something urgent.”
I didn’t slow my pace. “Go on,” I said, matter-of-factly.
Daisy sped up a bit, so we were now walking side by side. “Well, it’s Jerry,” she said. 
I groaned before she could continue. “Just listen,” she said with a drop of annoyance. 
“Jerry is a part of this country club in town. He goes every Saturday morning. After he plays, he usually has an early lunch at the restaurant there. This Saturday he was seated by none other than Mayor Lankford.”
I stopped in my tracks and looked straight at her. My ears began to perk up. I suddenly became very interested in what she had to say.
She went on. “Jerry knew right away he was the mayor. He saw him a few times on the course and always felt special about golfing at the same club as a local celebrity.” 
I rolled my eyes. 
“Since he sat close enough to Mayor Lankford, he could hear his entire conversation. Jerry said the mayor was going on and on about his opponent, Betsy Barlow. He said he seemed petrified that Barlow was going to beat him and was asking the other person what he thinks he should be doing to win the campaign.” This last statement made me grin with wide eyes, but Daisy didn’t end her story there. 
“Jerry said he didn’t know who the man that Mayor Lankford was sitting with was, but he did say he had a thick Russian accent. Jerry never heard a Russian accent at the golf course before, so he was very interested in the conversation. 
The Russian man was telling the mayor he could help him. He told him he saw the poll projections and there was no way he was going to win against Ms. Barlow unless there was a large scandal. Mayor Lankford said he already tried that, but his plan backfired. 
The Russian man said he tried to do some research on Betsy Barlow but he wasn’t able to find anything. He said anyone with that clean of a record had to have some secrets in store. He recommended Mayor Lankford do some sort of private investigation or plant a bug!” This last sentence left the color in her face pale.
“Jerry just told me all of this like it was some joke! He has no idea that you are Betsy Barlow. I mean, how could he? But it’s just so hard to keep this secret from him, Ruthless.” 
I stopped walking and grabbed her arm in an effort to calm her down. I reached for her until I finally could grasp her face in my hands. 
“Calm down you beautiful, genius women! You just saved this whole operation!” 
She looked around bewildered as she pulled up from my grasp. “How does this help anything?” she asked. “Now there is a Russian spy. What if you’re in danger?” 
I blew out a puff of air. “Have you met Mayor Lankford? He is an absolute bunch of baloney. He does not have the nerve to hire some international spy. It’s probably just his butcher, or any other absolutely normal person. Also, have you met Jerry? He isn’t the brightest bulb, no offense. He probably had a slight New Jersey accent and Jerry’s mind went to a full-blown Russian spy.” 
I began to see Daisy’s eyes scanning around as if she was trying to think about this all differently. Her shoulders seemed to relax, and I could tell that she was ready to put her fear to rest. 
“Now onto more pressing issues. Did Jerry say anything else? Did they discuss how they were going to bug me, or who they were going to hire to investigate me?” 
“No,” Daisy answered. “I made sure Jerry gave me every last detail. He probably thought I was crazy because I cared so much! He said after the Russian man mentioned the idea, they just moved onto another topic. Something about golf.” 
I pondered for a moment. Although knowing my suspicions had been right, and Major Lankford was continuing to play dirty, I had no idea when he would strike. It was good to be one step ahead of him, but horrible to be in constant fear. 
Maybe if I was a completely normal politician this wouldn’t freak me out so much, but I was a literal child. If Lankford got his hands on this information, my campaign would be toast, crispy and burnt. 
 

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
Unfortunately for me, my week’s schedule did not leave any room to hide out. We were coming towards the end of the election and every day was filled with political activities. Monday I was speaking at a nursing home fundraiser, Tuesday I was volunteering at a food drive, Wednesday I was leading a Barlow rally, Thursday I was answering voter questions for a local radio station, and Friday I was going to be leading another rally at none other than Trellis Park. 
Although I was tickled pink for the opportunity to lead a movement at this park and hopefully rally my cause of saving my beloved tree, this was just an hors d’oeuvre to the main course of my debate on Saturday. The debate was going to be my last chance to prove my dominance over Mayor Lankford, and that I was a much more capable candidate, even at age eleven. I was certain the mayor was planning on finding dirt before Saturday. He knew he had no chance of beating me in a challenge of wits. 
After each event that week, Owen, Geoffrey, and I took extra precautions to make sure we were not being followed. First we would call a taxi to pick us up from our location. Then we would have the taxi driver deliver us to an empty parking lot. This way, we had a complete visual on whether or not we were being followed. We would then call another taxi, and this taxi would take us to the Jackson residence where we could change from our disguise in private.
On Wednesday that week, we arrived at the Jackson’s from the rally and Owen and I were feeling especially relieved to go about the rest of the day as our two separate bodies. We just walked through the front door and gave a sigh of relief when we heard a knock at the door directly behind us.
Owen and I were still strung together as Betsy, but Owen had his face poked through the middle of our coat. We turned to face Geoffrey and gave each other wide-eyed glances. We stood still for a few moments, as if hoping the knocker would simply retreat, but then we heard another thump on the oak door. Owen tucked his face back into the void of our coat, and I worked my fingers on aligning the buttons. Geoffrey spun around and began to look through the peephole.
Owen and I waited for a moment at the end of the foyer to hear from Geoffrey.
“I, I don’t know who it is,” he finally said, and looked back at us. 
We shrugged. A third set of knocks echoed through the entrance way. 
No one was doing anything, so I finally spoke. “Well, let’s open it.” 
Geoffrey nodded and slowly began to open the door. He was trying to make sure his eyesight reached the guest before the entire scene behind him did. 
I heard mumbles of their conversation. Geoffrey opened the door fully and there, in the doorway, was none other than Mayor Lankford’s receptionist. I almost didn’t recognize her out from behind her stuffy desk, but her dead eyes gave her away in a second. 
In her hands was a larger-than-life sized gift basket. Through the colored translucent paper surrounding the basket, I saw the evidence of chocolate-covered fruits and specialty jams. 
My face curved up into a smirk, and I had to use all my might not to burst out into a belly laugh. He really thought I would be silly enough to not see through such a sham? 
Geoffrey was looking back at me in a panic. He had no idea who this strange woman was with this mountainous gift. I smiled cooly and nudged Owen towards the door to greet our visitor. 
“Well, hello there. What do we have here?” I said.
The secretary looked at me a tad confused and seemed lost in her thoughts. “Hello Ms. Barlow,” she finally said. “My name is Angela Duncan, and I work for Mayor Lankford. He asked that I bring over this gift basket as a sign of his respect to you as a person and as a competitor and to apologize for any ugliness.”
I held her gaze through my sunglasses and kept my smirk. “You can tell Mayor Lankford I am forever grateful for this… well olive branch, he has given us,” I said. “Tell him I am looking forward to our debate on Saturday.” I grabbed the gift basket from her and began to slowly shut the door, all while keeping my gaze and smirk fixed upon dear Angela. 
Once the door was completely shut, I finally let out my caged howling laughter. Geoffrey had a bewildered look in his eyes and his arms rigidly placed at his side. I could feel Owen squirming to try to get his head through the middle coat opening. I tapped him with my heels to signal to him to stay put. He immediately stopped moving, and I began to speak clearly, 
“Geoffrey, would you please examine the contents of this fruit basket as I go upstairs to change?” I gave him a look that was intended to pass on my understanding. 
He finally looked as if he understood. “Oh, of course, Ms. Barlow,” he said. “I will make sure everything in the basket is up to your standard.” We gave each other a nod with a mischievous twinkle in our eye, and Owen and I headed upstairs. 
 

Chapter Forty
 
Once we were in the privacy of the closet and the door clicked shut, Owen began harshly pulling himself out of our coat. He nearly knocked me off his shoulders and onto my neck. He would have, too, if I hadn’t been able to support myself with a pillar nearby.
“Owen! What are you doing?” I yelled as he plopped down on the floor near the pouffe at the center of the room so I could crawl my way off. His face finally emerged from the underneath of the coat, red and flushed. Of course, his cheeks were always flushed after emerging as my bottom half. As you might guess, it got a bit hot and humid down there. This time, however, I could tell that his cheeks were more red than usual, and his eyes told a story of anger.
I immediately started wracking my brain for what could have made him angry. I thought of the instance, just moments before, when I heeled him as if he was a horse instead of my human best friend. I could see how this would make any rational person unhappy. 
“Owen, I am sorry for heeling you. My fight-or-flight instincts kicked in. I knew that basket was probably bugged and could hear everything we were saying, and I felt you trying to come out from the coat. I wasn’t sure if they had a camera in there as well.” 
I imagined this explanation would ease Owen’s anger, but was shocked to find it did not. I could see his hands clenched and the steam leaving his ears. I knew he was about to burst.
“Ruthless, it’s not just that! You think I particularly enjoy being under your butt for hours on end? I have literally spent hours this week lugging you around on my shoulders to event after event. What do you think I am, a superhuman or something? I am literally doing all the heavy lifting and, for what, for everyone to hear your thoughts? What do I get out of this deal? There is no possible way for me to be any more in the shadows of your glory. No one even cares about what my passions are. You hold a monopoly over passion for everyone around you.” 
I was stunned speechless. Owen never lashed out at me in such a way. Sure, we had gotten into our little bickerings over the years, but I never saw such fury from him. 
“I didn’t know you felt like this,” I said. “I didn’t even know you had passions besides helping me with mine.” I meant this as an explanation of my actions, but immediately felt how this could be interpreted as a jab. 
He just stared at me with a creased forehead and his arm crossed over his chest. I waited there for a few moments, wracking my brain to make this right.
Finally, Owen spoke up. “Follow me,” he said. 
He charged out the closet and headed straight for his bedroom without checking to see if I was following behind. I, of course, was as close as his shadow. 
When we got to his room, we swung open his closet door. I followed him towards the back of his closet and was surprised to find that he had a closet within a closet as well. He swung open this smaller door and ducked inside. 
I followed behind and was amazed by what was around me. There were pristine shelves with glass cases, holding tiny rocks, eggs, and other small canvases. I took a closer look and could see what seemed to be small images painted upon them. On the shelf was a small magnifying glass, too. I picked it up and brought it to the tiny canvas. Once my eyes focused, I saw a beautiful painting of Trellis Park. I was blown away by how photo-realistic it looked, even for how absolutely puny it was. 
“Wow, Owen! I never knew you were interested in collecting tiny paintings.” I looked up at him from my observation, the magnifying glass still in my hand.
He looked at me, his arms still crossed, and his face still wrinkled in. “I painted all of these,” he said almost disgustingly. 
At first I didn’t believe him. I never saw Owen paint a single thing, let alone something so intriguing and challenging. He had been my best friend for my whole life. If he was a prodigy, I would have known about it. I was about to call his bluff, but stopped myself. Maybe this was exactly what he was referring to. Had I always been so completely self-absorbed that I hadn’t realized he was tremendously talented? I had always been domineering, but I thought of myself as a practical friend. It was clear to me, now, that was not the case.
“Why have you never shown me this?” I said on the brink of tears.
“You never asked. You never left any room for me to bring it up.” 
“I’m so sorry, Owen! These are beautiful! When I’m mayor, we will have to install an art exhibit in the center of town square showcasing all your work!” 
Owen swatted away this effort with a limp wrist, huffed, and walked out of the closet, leaving me to myself. I emerged after a few moments and Owen was nowhere in sight. 
Geoffrey suddenly ran through Owen’s doorway, winded and erratic. 
“Ruthless, come look at what I found!”
 

Chapter Forty-One
 
Geoffrey and I stood over the mangled piece of the once-whole gift basket on the kitchen counter. He used the tips of his pointer finger and thumb to pick up what looked like a metal tablet. I could barely see a few holes on the shiny surface. 
Before I could ask, Geoffrey spoke up. “It’s a microphone bug.” He had a pleased smile and kept his eyes fixed on the item. “I found it underneath the handle of the basket,” he said.
I rocked back and forth on my heels nervously. “How do you know it’s not, you know, active?” 
“I completely ripped the insides out and smashed them with one of the tenderizing mallets.” He turned the bug over to reveal a hollow inside. 
I began to smile. “Where do you think he got it?” 
“Well once I saw this bug, I realized I saw something like this before.”
 
The Tale of the Party Rental Store Owner
 
When Geoffrey had been released from prison, life was looking pretty grim to say the least. He lost his closest friend, missed college graduation by the skin of his teeth, and the convicted felony status didn’t make his situation any better. 
His immediate focus was to make an income, although this panned out to be a rather unfeasible feat. He started out with a bigger stride, applying to positions in the field of education. He applied to colleges, high schools, middle schools, libraries, anything involving his love of education. He was turned down at almost every turn. 
As time went on, he became more desperate. He applied to positions at places of retail and in the service industry. Surprisingly he found no such luck in these areas as well. He looked into more physical work, such as custodial positions or yard work, but the grey shadow of his felony followed him like a hawk. He was turned down so many times he felt as if he could win some sort of record. 
One day Geoffrey was walking through town, contemplating his next plan of action, when he walked past a store front with a ‘Help Wanted’ poster perched in the glass window. He knew it was probably a lost cause but figured he might as well try since this calling was smack dab in his face. 
When he entered the store, he realized he hadn’t even investigated what kind of store it was. He was bombarded by banners for every occasion. Colorful streamers hung from the ceilings, and there was quite a collection of various masked character costumes displayed on shelves looking over the store. 
A man lazily flipped through a magazine at the counter. He wore gold-framed amber glasses and had gold bands on every finger. He seemed unfazed by the entrance of Geoffrey and did not look up even after he heard Geoffrey clear his throat. 
“Can I help you?” he droned with a thick Russian accent.
Although Geoffrey was French, which had nothing to do with Russia, he felt a wave of confidence that this shop owner might find sympathy with a fellow immigrant. 
“Hello, sir. My name is Geoffrey Arnette and I saw your signage in the store window. I am looking for a job and was wondering if I could put in an application.” 
“Do you like spy movies?” the man quickly questioned. 
Geoffrey preserved his stillness for a few moments, contemplating the possible relevance of this man’s question. The man was still looking at his magazine.
“Um, is this a spy shop?” Geoffrey finally spoke up. 
“No, idiot. This is a party rental store. Can’t you tell by the banners? Answer the question. Do you like spy movies?” His angry words bubbled with his accent. 
“Yea-ssss.” Geoffrey hoped this was the right answer. 
The man nodded. “Good. When can you start?” 
Geoffrey was more than skeptical to discover the only interview question he needed to answer was his preference of a certain genre, but his need for a job surpassed this skepticism. 
Geoffrey soon found out this question was more than pertinent for this job. As it turned out, the owner, whose name was Boris Gurin, was obsessed with all things spy related. At first this obsession seemed innocent enough. Every man is entitled to their own hobbies, but soon the obsession led to many areas of concern.
The first one being Boris’ complete lack of trust of any human being. Geoffrey later found that Boris had installed cameras in nearly every square inch of the shop. He would play back hours of footage in the back, searching for hidden messages being relayed by suspicious guests.
One time while Geoffrey was restocking the streamers, he backed into the balloon wall behind him and was surprised to feel a more human-like impact. Geoffrey turned around frantically and found Boris dressed head to toe in a camouflage of the balloon wrappers. When Geoffrey tried to make eye-contact with Boris, Boris just smiled a gappy smile and proudly boasted, “I’m like the James Bond.”
Another problem was Boris only ever talked about spy related topics: Old movies, equipment, and various conspiracy theories. This fared poorly for Geoffrey since he had absolutely no idea how to complete his job or what his job description was. He began to believe the entire store was a front for the spy supplies he was selling out of his van in the back alley behind the store. 
Geoffrey found this comical considering there was nothing illegal about selling spy equipment and that Boris could have very well opened a shop solely based on his passion. He figured the act of explaining this to Boris would be laborious and it was funnier to just let it be. 
While Geoffrey worked at the party rental store, which was creatively named Party Rental Store, he witnessed all sorts of spy equipment going in and out, especially microphone bugs which were Boris’ biggest seller. 
Geoffrey ended up not working at the store for too long. One day, a client came in requesting that Geoffrey completely organize an entire Summer Solstice party for her. When Geoffrey explained that party organization was not a service offered by their store, she simply refused to accept it and promised to pay him handsomely if he would do her this favor. 
Geoffrey ultimately agreed to this challenge and threw the most fabulous Spring Solstice party Baton Rouge had ever seen. This client ended up being none other than Mrs. Jackson who immediately hired Geoffrey as the family's personal assistant. 
 
After Geoffrey told me about his time at the Party Rental Store, I began to put the pieces together. Although this microphone chip could have come from anywhere in the world, the details of the Russian man from Daisy’s story and the Russian man from Geoffrey’s, seemed like two perfect puzzle pieces completing the big picture. 
It put me more at ease to think that the man hired by Mayor Lankford was just a silly party rental store owner and was absolutely no threat at all. The only possible threat was now smashed into a million pieces on the Jackson’s countertop. 
 

Chapter Forty-Two
 
The Saturday of all Saturdays finally arrived. I was sure it was going to be the greatest debate Baton Rouge had ever witnessed. Every moment of my upbringing and my more recent campaigning brought me to this moment. 
Believe me, I was as nervous as a wet poodle, but for some reason, a blanket of calmness swaddled me ever since I was sure Mayor Lankford’s attempts to ruin my character were all for loss. 
I arrived at the Jackson’s that morning well-rested and rosy-cheeked. I was greeted at the door by Geoffrey, and I had almost completely forgotten Owen’s and my argument. That was until I saw his face. His eyes darted back and forth, doing their best to avoid mine. He kept his hands in his pockets and his head held low. 
I wished that today of all days did not have to involve such unpleasantness with Owen, but I decided I would keep things professional and we could hash out our differences when we weren’t reliant on one another. We completed our transformation and took off to the town square for the debate. 
Unfortunately, arriving at this event fashionably late was not possible. The coordinators insisted we attend early in order to do sound checks and make sure we were fully aware of the rules of the debate. I mentioned to the coordinator that I had horrible allergies and Mayor Lankford’s awful cologne always made me feel a bit faint. I requested to be positioned as far away as possible from him.
Once we arrived, I could see the ivory chairs being set up across the green. Mayor Lankford was already at his podium having his hair combed and sprayed by a woman in large, black-rimmed glasses and an upturned nose.
I tried to catch a glimpse of his unease, but I had no such luck. His eyes were working overtime, making sure they were not captured by my glance. 
Owen stood still at the end of the walkway leading up to our podium. I whispered for him to walk forward and waited a few moments for his movement. He didn’t move, which agitated me, but I tried my best to sound polite as I made a second request. He grumbled something I couldn’t make out, but then began to take heavy strides towards the stage. 
I got up to the podium and began to lay out my notes for my talking points. I saw the cameramen setting up their bulky equipment in the distance. I was excited this debate was going to be televised, and I knew that this would lead to some high-quality reels for my college portfolios.
The black-rimmed glasses lady began to make her way over to me to do what I imagined was some final touch ups so I could be camera ready. I obviously couldn’t let this happen. My glowing baby skin would surely give away my cover. I shooed the lady away politely as always and tapped onto the mic to perform some sound checks. 
After everything was taken care of, I was escorted to a break room located in a trailer just a few paces away. Once we closed the door behind us, Owen yelled up to me. “Do you think you can be a little more still up there while I’m lugging you around? I didn’t sign up for a juggling act!” 
I was yet again alarmed by his unpleasantness, but now was not the time to retaliate. 
“I’m sorry, Owen. I’ll be more careful,” I said, humbly. 
To this, Owen said nothing, but took a plop on the couch across from the door we just came in from. I scooted myself off of his shoulders and headed over to the counter where refreshments were laid out. I grabbed a water bottle and turned to ask if he would like one as well. He refused my offer without so much as a thank you. 
I took a seat next to him. “Listen, I know you are not my biggest fan right now, and rightfully so, but can we please just forget our argument for at least the next hour so we can get through this debate pleasantly?” 
“Oh, of course. Whatever Ruthless wants, Ruthless gets,” Owen said as he crossed his arms over his chest.
I was annoyed to say the least. I understood I could have been a better friend and taken a better interest in his hobbies, but now he was just whining like a baby.
“Whatever, Owen,” I said as I got up from beside him and walked towards the other side of the room. 
After a few moments, we heard a knock on the trailer door.
“You’re on in five!” said Geoffrey as he poked his head through the door.
I walked over to Owen and took my place back onto his shoulders. All of our issues were going to have to be put on hold. This was the moment that I, at least, had been waiting for. 
 

Chapter Forty-Three
 
I was flabbergasted to see the number of people in attendance. I knew the polls were showing in my favor and I had seen a big turnout at the rallies, but I never would have guessed so many would show up to support me on this day. I even saw Daisy and Principal Hansen sitting in the front row. 
I started to feel a slight pang of empathy for Mayor Lankford. If he had more than a few supporters in the crowd, it was hard to tell over the wave of Betsy Barlow posters and t-shirts. His recent efforts to ruin my character had at least shown me that he wasn’t completely aloof about his role as mayor, however messed-up his intentions may be. But my sympathy couldn’t last long, I knew I couldn’t let him have this debate. 
A mediator was positioned towards the front and center of Mayor Lankford and me. She introduced Mayor Lankford, resulting in a twinkling of claps, and then Betsy Barlow, which produced a thunderous cloud of cheers. I smiled and waved to my loyal supporters, and thrusted both arms upwards in victory as the claps began to slow down.
The mediator discussed the rules for the debate and that we would each have three minutes to respond to a question. She started a timer and began with the first question directed at me. “What do you find is the biggest need for improvement in this city?” 
“Thank you for that wonderful question. I believe this is a fine city filled to the brim with potential. But I see a grave need for change. My biggest platform would have to be supporting the local businesses in this city. I think Mayor Lankford here is more concerned with building outside businesses which are taking away money from the small businesses that now have to compete with giant multi-million-dollar companies.” I kept my response short and sweet. There was no need to go into much more detail. I was met with a boisterous response from the crowd. 
The mediator then directed the question back to Mayor Lankford. I looked over to him as he was about to respond and began to feel uneasy that he seemed so at peace. 
“Thank you for this question, and thank you Betsy Barlow for your insight. I have always been a mayor of transparency. What you see is what you get. I think the biggest need for improvement in this city is making sure everything that is hidden is brought to light. Thank you.” 
The crowd and I were stunned. Did he just give up? What kind of ominous response was that? I watched him for a few seconds longer and could see a sparkle at the corner of his eyes. My head started to spin. Where was he going with this? 
The mediator interjected my train of thought. “Thank you, Mayor Lankford. Ms. Barlow, you have mentioned your policies of ex-convict reform. Are you at all worried about the backlash you may receive from local businesses?” 
I cleared my throat. “Not at all. I think, as you can see here today, I have a large amount of support from this city. It’s hard to look at this policy from any angle that does not benefit everyone involved.”
“Mayor Lankford, do you have a response to this statement?” the mediator questioned. 
He answered without hesitation. “I think that Ms. Barlow has a very small, may I say, childish understanding of what the people of Baton Rouge truly need.” 
His inflection on the word ‘childish’ was all I needed to be sure. He knew. My mind began to play back anything I could have said in the presence of the gift basket before Geoffrey had smashed the bug into a million pieces. How on earth could he have known?
Although I did not find an answer to this question until later, the truth of the matter of his finding was this: Angela Duncan. 
Angela Duncan happened to be a much more observant person than I initially gave her credit for. My meetings with her at Mayor Lankford’s office seemed so insignificant, I never would have given it a second thought. However, on that evening when she delivered the gift basket to the Jackson's residence, she immediately realized she had seen me before. While she was taking heed before answering my questions, she was really replaying all the possible scenarios of where she could have seen me. 
As her eyes adjusted to the sight before her, she began to realize I was not an adult at all. The proportions of my body did not meet the natural proportions of an adult female and she was the first one to notice. Most adults happen to be pretty unaware, but not Angela Duncan. Nothing could get past her. 
After she delivered the gift basket, she returned to report to Mayor Lankford. Mayor Lankford could hardly wait to hear about the whole operation. As he started to question Angela about what transpired, Angela stopped him. “You know that Betsy Barlow is the little girl who came to your office about saving the tree, right?” she said plainly. She was a no-nonsense type of lady.
Mayor Lankford was not going to easily accept this statement. “What do you mean? Betsy Barlow is an adult woman.” 
“I’m afraid not. She is very obviously two children in a trench coat, with a wig and some large sunglasses. I could tell right away she was a child, and then I put two and two together about which child she was.”
Mayor Lankford did not take this finding lightly. He was absolutely furious at the idea of being overtaken in the polls by a child. He did his best to find another conclusion to the situation. Maybe you just caught her in some funny lighting. Maybe it’s her weirdly proportioned great aunt. Angela Duncan shot down every idea. She was absolutely certain that Betsy Barlow was in fact me, Ruthless Grace Rowe. 
As it turned out, Mayor Lankford didn’t need to find Boris Gurin selling spy equipment out of the back of his van, invite him to a round of golf at the country club, and pay him hundreds of dollars for a microphone bug. All he needed was Angela Duncan. The FBI would surely benefit from a gal like her. 
 
Now here I was standing in front of a crowd of hundreds of people, including my dear friend Daisy Hyatt and my dear frenemy Jerry Hansen, sure everything I worked so hard for would be ruined, on live television, nonetheless. 
The mediator had a perplexed look on her face after Mayor Lankford’s short and bizarre answer to her question. She went on. “A-alright. Thank you, Mayor Lankford. Now, Ms. Barlow, we heard you discuss your plans for the city beautification process. Could you tell us how you plan to pay for this?” 
My brain flexed for an appropriate response. I was struggling to find the will to even carry on with my charade knowing it would all be for not in just a few moments. 
“Uhhh, thank you for that question. We would probably do some fundraising and stuff. Maybe some car washes… um bake sales… yeah stuff like that.” 
I turned my head to look at the crowd. I saw Daisy’s smiling face and her bright golden eyes. I could see her mouthing, you got this, with as much animation as she could. Then I saw her look up to someone that was trying to get past her in the aisle. She immediately apologized, until her face shone with recognition. She hugged the ashy blonde figure bundled in a brown wool coat. She made room for the person to sit next to her. As the person took their seat and looked up to the stage, I saw that this person was my mother. 
Panic took over me. Five minutes earlier I would have been petrified that my mother could tell it was me from her front row seat, but now I was sure she was going to recognize me once Mayor Lankford did whatever he was going to do to reveal it was me. 
“Owen, let’s go!” I whispered down, and tried to shimmy my body so he could tell I wanted to move. He slapped my leg and whispered up to me to quit. In his defense, he hadn’t the slightest idea what was going on. I looked back and forth trying to find a way out.
Finally, my eyes fell onto Mayor Lankford. He looked me dead in the eyes and gave me the most terrifyingly pleased grin. He could tell in my face and my struggling body language that I now knew what he knew. The mediator was about to interject this unusually long silenced spectacle, but Mayor Lankford held up his hand to her and told her to wait. He spoke into his microphone one last time. “Why don’t we just come right out with it, Ruth? We both know where this is heading.” He walked in large strides over to my position. Once he almost reached me, Owen finally realized why I told him to go. He whispered up. “Oh, no! What should I do?”
I racked my brain trying to figure out a way to resolve this situation. Mayor Lankford was now standing right next to me, looking into my eyes, and smiling that god-awful smirk. After what felt like a lifetime of thinking, but was more realistically only three seconds, I finally spoke up, louder than a whisper. “Run!” 
Owen began to take off, and I braced myself for the increased momentum. It took us a few rushed strides and a boisterous gasp from the crowd to realize that Mayor Lankford had grabbed the back of our trenchcoat, and it had stayed with him as our two bodies moved out of it. I looked down to see my eleven-year-old body in a t-shirt and shorts on top of Owen’s eleven-year-old shoulders. I immediately looked out to the crowd to see my mother had rushed out of her seat the second she had realized it was Owen and I on the stage. She was now climbing up the staircase, only a few strides away from our position. 
Tears began to fall down my face as my mother got up to me and pulled me off Owen’s shoulders. She tried her best to shield us from the crowd with her oversized wool coat. Before she shuffled us off, she turned to Mayor Lankford who was observing the spectacle before him with a grin. “Nice job, jerk,” she spat at him through her clenched teeth. 
My mom whisked me off of the stage and dragged my broken and hysterical self all the way to the car. The eyes of the attendees and the cameras followed us our whole way. Geoffrey also followed behind us, begging to help and calm me down. My mom ignored him the entire way to the car until the very last moment when she shut me in the backseat. “Take Owen home.” She got in the driver’s seat and drove off. 
 
The Watcher
 
In the small town of Kamas Utah, there is a wide open field that shelters a small community. This community is set apart from the daily bustle of other civilians and holds a different way of life. 
In it sits a trailer that has not seen the pleasure of cleanliness in quite some time. In this trailer lives a man who has also not seen the pleasure of cleanliness in quite some time. 
He is settled on a La-Z-Boy, with armrests worn by time and excessive use. His bare feet are elevated, and he can barely glimpse his dirt encrusted nails over his wide mound of a stomach. His hands are sprinkled with the grim of a long day’s work tending to fields. Perched in his grasp is a glistening bottle which he brings up to his lips that are situated right under his patchy mustache. 
His trailer is carpeted with green that moves through the small space like a moss spread across a tree trunk. Littered across the floor are beverages and snacks from La-Z-Boy relaxation days of the past. Above his television set is a cross with a wooden Jesus, bleeding from his hands and feet. 
The man jams his thumb into the rubbery button of his remote. His eyes are visible only through slits, as he lazily skims through the channels. He clicks on and on with no motive or thought process. That is until something catches his eye. 
He pulls the lever at the side of his chair so his back is thrusted forward as his legs are thrusted down. He leans forward and steadies his eyes onto the image on the screen. His heart starts to beat faster. Beads of sweat start to form from his temples. A grin begins to ooze up, revealing his tobacco-stained teeth. 
 

Chapter Forty-Four
 
I know I was only eleven, but at that moment in my life, I had never been more depressed. I stayed locked in my room for a full three days, crying in a darkness I had created. My mother tried to make me eat and get a few hours of daylight, but I was too embarrassed to even show my face to the sun. 
My mother got me to watch television with her every night before bed, until one night when I caught a glimpse of myself on the stage at the town square. My mom quickly flicked it off before I could see much more.
You would think my mom would be rather cross with me. I had in fact tricked an entire city and caused quite a bit of commotion. Reporters were calling the house asking to interview me, and some even went as far as knocking on our door. My mother hated reporters. 
I think my mother saw my deep sadness and knew I was going through more than enough punishment. Besides, there was really nothing to do to remedy the situation at this point in time. No use spending it mad at your depressed daughter. 
My mother wasn’t without anger for certain people, the first being Geoffrey. I heard him stop by the next day after the debate, begging for forgiveness and to come in to speak with me. Although my mother attempted to limit my hearing by shutting the front door behind her to talk to him, I could clearly hear her yells from the other side. 
“I cannot believe that you, a grown man, not only knew about this and let it happen, but encouraged it and signed yourself up as the campaign manager,” I could hear my mother yell from the other side of the door. 
“I am so sorry! I hadn’t initially thought of any negative consequences in helping her. I thought this would be a stepping stone for her political greatness. I hadn’t even thought about you not okaying it,” Geoffrey said in a pathetic voice.
Mother just scoffed at this. 
“I’ll admit, I do have a track recording of helping my friends even when it wasn’t necessarily the right thing to do. I am so sorry.” 
My mother did not accept this apology. She told him he needed to leave and he was not to have any interaction with me ever again. 
This thoroughly broke my heart, but I knew I couldn’t argue with my raging mother who was in full mama bear protection mode. 
The second person my mother was rather cross with was Daisy. 
During the debate, Daisy leaned over to whisper to my mother. “Oh, no. I think he knows!"
“Knows what?” my mother shot back to her with a curious look in her eye.
Daisy filled with panic. My mother did not know about this plan after all. 
Before Daisy could respond to explain, Mayor Lankford grabbed our trenchcoat, and my mother was darting toward the stage.
Daisy came over that first night after the debate to make sure everything was okay. My mother met her at the door with her unpleasantries. Although Daisy was more than apologetic and my mother wasn’t as harsh, the situation was too fresh to do any making up at that moment. Daisy didn’t stop by again after that night for quite some time. 
 

Chapter Forty-Five
 
My mother gave me the space to sulk. She let me be alone most of the time, although I could sense she was hovering behind every corner. I wished my isolation and loathing could continue for forever but alas, my mother finally made me go back to school. 
I was terrified, to say the least. I was sure everyone from my school saw me in my most vulnerable moment, sweaty and embarrassed on top of Owen’s shoulders.
On the arrival of my first day back, I could hear the snickering and whispered comments coming from all around. Most students do not watch local news or have any idea about current events, but the local news evidently turned into national news. They were playing my clip on almost every news outlet and sharing the details of my unconventional campaign. I had also been out of school for almost a week, so the students were bound to take notice. 
I hadn’t seen Owen since the day of our unpleasant unraveling, and I finally saw him walking down the hall towards me. 
I sped up to him, relieved I finally had my friend to confide in during this gut-wrenching time. When he saw me, he darted his eyes away from my glance and tried to turn in a direction not headed my way. The hurt of this reaction was an immediate pinch, but I walked faster towards him.
When I finally got up to him, he signed in disappointment. “What do you want, Ruthless?” 
I was taken back but stood fast. “I know you were upset last time we spoke, but I really think considering all we’ve been through together we can put that in the past, so we don’t have to deal with this alone,” I said.
He gave me a look as if I just spoke a different language. “Ruthless, you have no idea what it’s like for me right now. I am the butt of everyone’s joke,” he said. “You were the head in the situation, while I was just literally the butt.” 
He turned to walk away from me, but I grabbed his arm. “Wait, listen. I’m sorry,” I said. “I had no idea it would turn out like this.” 
He shook his head and said one last thing before walking out of sight. “See, that’s your problem. You never really think about anyone else but yourself.”
 
The Watcher
He is fumbling around in his dresser, looking for a decently clean pair of socks. Scattered around his room are various articles of clothing, and he is uncertain of how clean they are. He picks up a pair of socks, brings them to his nose, and decides the stench is mild enough. 
He walks over to a worn leather suitcase placed at the end of his bed. He throws in the pair of socks before bringing up his large callused finger to his cheek. He ponders for a moment about what he could have possibly forgotten. 
He walks back into his closet and pulls the string hanging from the center. This sheds light over the dank room. There, plastered on the wall, is a map with various locations crossed out, and some circled with question marks. A few polaroid pictures are tacked to the wall surrounding the map. One is of him, more than a decade ago, standing next to a young girl in a white gown. On the photo is written ‘Joel and Grace - Wedding Day.’ The girl in the photo has her eyes crossed out with big red Xs, and devil horns are crowing her head. 
He slowly scans the contents of his closet, scratching his blonde unkempt hair. He finally sees his black leather belt. He grabs the belt and puts one end in each hand, giving it a few hard tugs. He walks back thunderously to his suitcase and positions the belt on top of all of his belongings. He begins to move some things around making sure everything fits and all the necessities are accounted for. 
He walks over to his bedside table and pulls out a journal with a pen. He is confident that this is the last necessary article for his trip and snuggles it right at the base of his pistol grip. 
 

Chapter Forty-Six
 
I had been eager to speak with Daisy. I wanted to let her know I was not upset with her, and I didn’t think she was an irresponsible adult. Talking to Daisy was completely out of the question, though, as far as my mother was concerned. She did not exactly say this, but I knew I was walking on thin ice with her. I knew she was at her breaking point. 
The one positive outcome of having to return to school was getting the chance to slip a note to Principal Hansen for her. 
On this first dreadful day back, right after I had been assaulted by Owen’s rudeness, I made my way to his office.
Janis seemed a bit off. She obviously knew about my latest ordeal, and I could tell she wasn’t exactly sure how to chat with me. There was none of our usual witty banter, and as soon as she saw me come through the door, she immediately pressed the button to let Principal Hansen know I arrived. There was a longer pause than usual on his end, but eventually he spoke up and told me to come in.
When I walked through his office door, I could tell he was not in an upbeat mood. I could see his eyes were enclosed by dark circles. Honestly, although curious, I was relieved I wasn’t the only one so obviously gloomy. 
“Can you give this letter to Daisy?” I said without making eye contact. 
He did not reach for my letter but looked straight ahead at me. There was a long silence before he responded. “I don’t think I will be seeing Daisy for some time.” 
This comment alarmed me. “Why?” I immediately shot out. 
I stared him directly in the eyes, worried about what he might say. 
He sighed. “I don’t want to get into it with you, Ruthless.” 
I walked over to his desk and slammed my hand against the table. “I will not be leaving this office until you tell me what’s happened to Daisy.” I was almost shouting.
He got up from his chair abruptly and motioned with his hands in a downward movement. “Calm down! Daisy is fine. It’s just we, we… we’re not seeing each other anymore.” He looked hurt and turned to look out the window. I guessed so I wouldn’t witness a single tear fall down his cheek. 
“Why?” I asked in a small voice. 
Principal Hansen sighed. He didn’t turn to face me as he spoke, “Well after the debate, Daisy revealed she knew about you posing as Betsy Barlow. For one, I didn’t like that she lied to me, and for two, she never should have let that happen.” 
“She thought my mother knew about it. You can’t blame it on her!” I replied angrily. I looked around the office. I felt as if I might grab something and throw it across the room. “That is truly the stupidest reason to break up with someone, and I mean this in the most unkind way possible. You will never find anyone even half as good as Daisy Hyatt.” 
He seemed hurt but not angry. He motioned for me to sit down as he took a seat. I didn’t move and kept my arms wrapped around my chest. He eventually stopped waiting for me to sit and went on. “Listen, Ruthless. It’s not as easy as it seems. You are a student at my school. Even though you might not believe it, I care for you, and I don’t want you in harm's way. The adults in your life are meant to protect you and stop the ideas that might hurt you. If you thought it would be a good idea to learn to fly and jump off your roof, the adults in your life are there to tell you no. One day you’ll understand.” 
With balled fists, I got as close to his desk as I could. “If the idea was so stupid for your big adult brain, then why did I almost win?” I said. “I even had you supporting me! Stop making excuses for your dumb decisions. You are just too afraid you might have found happiness with someone so you ruined it yourself before anyone else could do it for you.” 
I spewed my last few words as I was walking out of his office. I slammed the door behind me and could see the glass windows in front vibrating from the impact. If I was a typical student on a typical day, I might be a bit worried that my outburst would have some consequences, but I and it were not those things. 
 
The Watcher
 
His rusted pickup truck sputters as he drives down the deserted driveway. He has been driving for a few days, and although he stopped at a motel along the way, his eyes are encrusted in exhaustion. He can feel them start to droop, but he is determined to power through. In only a few hours he will be at his destination. He reaches over to turn the dial on his radio. He has never been one to listen to the radio and as he listens to the various snippets of current songs and events, he realizes why; all of it is garbage.
He finally finds a station playing country music. He decides this one will do for the time being and lets himself tap his fingers along with the music. The music stops for a moment and the radio host interrupts, 
“Thanks for listening to 100.3 KRRV, Alexandria, Louisiana's number one country radio station.” 
Hearing this makes a smile form at the corner of his lips. He is almost there.

Chapter Forty-Seven
 
When I arrived home that evening, I tornadoed my way to my room, throwing my belongings wherever they were lucky enough to land. My mother heard this commotion and was, moments later, tapping on my door to console me. I didn’t respond, and she took this as a sign to come in. She gingerly took a seat next to me on the downy pale-pink comforter, smoothed out the wrinkles next to her and seemed mesmerized by her hand motions. I stared at her, my knees brought to my chest, my lower lip protruding further than anything else on my face; tears melting down my face. I waited for her to question what was wrong but when she didn’t, I decided to lead the way. 
“I have no friends. Not only was my biggest failure witnessed by the entire world, but it has also left me with no friends.” As I said this, the tears began to pour harder, and my last words were almost impossible to hear. 
My mother did not rush to soothe me and kept her gaze on me. I waited for her to speak up and dreaded the thought of us going on like this. She stared at me in my blubbering mess for what seemed like an eternity. Thankfully she finally sighed and began to talk. 
“Why do you think you have no friends?”
“Owen hates me. I mean he was starting to hate me even before the big disaster, but apparently the other kids are giving him a pretty hard time now. Principal Hansen broke up with Daisy all because of me and you won’t talk to her, so now she is just as alone as I am, and her entire life is ruined.”
Saying it out loud made me hate myself even more. I had royally ruined everyone’s life. 
My mother seemed more alert at the mention of Daisy. She immediately spoke up. “Daisy will forgive you. She will always be a part of our lives.”
I scoffed. “If you believe that then why have you been so mad at her?”
“Daisy is family, and families get into disagreements.”
I rolled my eyes at this. This statement seemed like the perfectly packaged garbage you might read on an apology greeting card. Apparently she read my facial expressions correctly because she responded as if reading my mind. 
“It might sound like a bunch of baloney, but there’s a lot you don’t understand about our relationship.” 
I gave her a quizzical look and she took this as a signal to elaborate. “Daisy was the first person I met in Baton Rouge.” 
 
The Tale of Meeting Daisy Hyatt
 
My mother was eighteen when she stepped off the Greyhound at the Baton Rouge bus station. Her hair was in tight identical braids, her skirt wisped the tops of her ankles and her belly poked over the vision of her feet. Although young and utterly clueless, my mother held vision. She knew her first plan of action was to find somewhere to stay. 
She found a motel only a few hundred yards away at a fairly decent price if you didn’t mind the occasional critters scurrying past your feet. My mother made the crummy motel her home until she could find something more permanent. 
My mother spent her days scouring the local newspapers, looking for something she could afford with the pillowcase of money she stashed into over the years.
Nothing she was finding in her price range seemed like a great place to raise a child, and she knew she had run away for more than what she was seeing. 
One day when she was feeling a bit more discouraged than usual, she saw a listing that almost seemed too good to be true. The description read ‘Quaint Cottage in the heart of the desirable neighborhood, Rollin Estates. Needs some TLC’. My mother could handle a little tender love and care. She jumped on the bus and hurried off to meet her new house. 
When she arrived at the house, she could hardly believe her eyes. Although technically it could be classified as a cottage, she thought it more of a stack of sticks. All the windows were broken. The garbage spilling out of them made it look like a muffin about to burst. It was almost impossible to see the front door and there was a gaping hole in the ceiling. She realized why this house was so inexpensive. The community was hoping someone would just tear it down and rebuild. 
My defeated mother took a seat on the crumbled ruins of what she imagined had once been the front steps. She had never been an emotional person, she had the emotions beaten out of her early on, but in that moment, everything seemed too overwhelming. She was now six months pregnant, had no one to count on and no place to live. She wailed, starting to wonder if she had done the right thing by running away. 
She seemed to underestimate the volume of her cries and her ability to go unnoticed. All of a sudden, the neighbor from across the street poked her head out to see what the commotion was about. When she saw the young girl in front of the spooky house across the street, her curiosity got the best of her. 
Daisy tiptoed across the street and seated herself next to my mother. My mother had been so overtaken by her sorrow that she barely noticed Daisy when she sat down. 
Daisy finally spoke up to introduce herself and ask what was wrong. My mother was always told to keep the details of her life to herself, especially when asked by someone from outside of their community. But at that moment, she lost all of her cares. The story of her life and everything leading up to that moment began to well out from her as if she was a burst pipe. 
Daisy was shaken by what my mother told her. Although Daisy experienced her own pain and hardship, it was nothing compared to what my mother went through in such a short amount of life. Daisy had never been a leader or one to call the shots, but she knew she needed to be the beam in which my mother could lean on. 
After my mother finished with her tale, Daisy shot herself up and turned to face the decrepit house. “You know it really could be quite charming with a coat of butter yellow,” she said.
Daisy urged my mother to purchase the house. She let my mother stay in her guest room for the duration of the speedy renovations. Although Daisy did not personally know anyone in the neighborhood, she introduced my bubbly and personable mother to everyone on the street. With just that little nudge from Daisy and the help from the rest of the community, the house was completely remodeled in a total of three months. 
 
After my mother finished retelling this memory, my head was spinning with questions. There was so much about my mother’s life I didn’t know. Although this tale didn’t reveal much into the past of my mother, it did help me put a few pieces together about what my mother was like. 
This memory seemed to tug on my mother’s heart. I could see her eyes well up with droplets of tears. I watched her for a few moments until she said, 
“I think you’re right. I should probably pop over to Daisy’s to see how she is.” 
I waited up for a while to see if my mother would come back with Daisy in tow to fix the relationship. After a few hours, I finally heard the door shut and my mother shuffled into her bedroom. Although I still had the raw feeling of a long-winded cry, I went to sleep happy knowing that Daisy was not completely and utterly alone.
 
The Watcher
 
He found a small motel on the outskirts of town. Although he is past the point of exhaustion and knows it would be best to finally get the shut eye his body is craving, his mind is busy with his next steps. 
He walks over to the sink on the back wall of his room and splashes cold water on his face. He holds himself up by his hands as he gazes at his reflection before him. His eyes are puffy and bloodshot. He rubs at them, hoping this will help, but to no luck. His thick, blonde mustache is speckled with grays. He rubs the hairs into place. He brings his large, scabbed hands through his hair. His rough palms rub against the balding spot on top of his head. 
He walks over to the bed and takes a seat at the edge of the floral quilted comforter. He opens the side table drawer and pulls out the Bible that he knew would be waiting for him. He flips to a few pages until he finds the one that has fueled him for all this time, Deuteronomy 32:35. He reads the words over and over before shutting the book and looking up at the brown stain on the ceiling. He mumbles a few words before getting up and heading towards the door. 
Once he reaches the door, he pats at his coat to make sure he remembers his keys. 
It is early morning in the quiet town, and he finds himself yet again in his rusted pickup truck. The sun pours in from his driver’s window and he uses his hand to block it as he scans the sidewalks and storefronts around him. He is cruising down the streets at a speed well below the speed limit and every once in a while he sees someone come up behind him and pass him. 
He is not entirely sure what he is looking for, but he is determined to find something that will give him a better clue. In his visor above his steering wheel, is his picture of reference.
He has always been a man of his word. When he made that promise eleven years ago, he never would have imagined he would be here looking to fulfill it. For eleven years he searched long and hard to uphold his word. He never felt this close in all this time, and this sends a rush through his body. 
He looks at the time on his radio, 8:05. It has almost been twenty-four hours since his last meal. He decides that he will stop at the next place he spots. 
Just a few moments later, as if his thoughts were heard from the heavens, he spots a diner on a corner coming up on his right. He pulls in and makes his way inside. There are a few patrons sprinkled throughout the place, mostly men enjoying a coffee on their own. 
He sits down in the mint green booth next to a large glass window. His hands are clasped together as he waits for the waitress. He stares out of the window, mentally preparing for his next plan of action once he is through with his meal. 
The waitress finally greets him with a white mug and immediately pours the glorious steaming brown liquid. He smiles up at her and they volley each other the typical diner-guest greetings. He places his order with her, the breakfast platter served with sausage links, bacon, and a stack of pancakes. Right as she is about to walk away and yell the order off to the chef in the back, he stops her. He slides a polaroid across the vinyl table. “Miss, I’m looking for someone. Have you seen this girl?” he asks.
 

Chapter Forty-Eight
 
When my eyes fluttered open the next morning, the panic I had felt for the past two weeks seemed to be gone. Hearing about how my mother was able to overcome mountains in her lifetime and the hope of learning more about her past fueled me with some cheer.
I publicly humiliated myself on live television, all my friends loathed me, and my shot at any political gain was now shrunk to a corn kernel, but it could be tremendously worse. Even the slightest resemblance of what I guessed was my mother’s childhood seemed like a version of my life I did not want to meet. 
I decided on this day of school I was going to try to be my more normal self. I threw open the doors of my closet and tapped my chin. I finally pulled out my fuzzy purple sweater and my denim skirt. 
I planned to make a glorious breakfast to start my day. My mother had the day off, and I knew she probably wouldn’t roll out of bed until well after I was gone. I did my best to tiptoe around the kitchen, sure that the plates I was using were gently placed.
I decided it was only appropriate on a day like that day to enjoy my world-famous blueberry pancakes. It was one of the only things I knew how to make, but they were pretty darn good. 
Once I gobbled them down and cleaned up my dishes, I made sure to make my mother a plate and cover it up with a tray to keep warm. I wished she was up that morning so we could both eat our breakfasts together and she could tell me all about her meeting with Daisy last night, but I understood her exhaustion. I was a lot of work. 
Before I headed out the door, I went to the mirror and looked myself square in the face. “You got this,” I mouthed. 
I finally held up my arms and gave my reflection my best attempt at a flex, then kissed both of my biceps before giving myself one last wink, and heading out the door. 
 

Chapter Forty-Nine
 
I arrived at school with my head held high. During my trek through the bustle of children, I spotted Penny and Addy, two girls from my World History class. They whispered, with pointed attention, in my direction.
I decided I had enough of avoiding other’s gazes or hiding in a pit of my own sorrow. I had always been, well, Ruthless, and it was time I regained my appropriate title. 
I marched up to the girls and looked them straight in the eyes, my hands on my hips. I was about six-inches shorter than them, but they didn’t seem to notice while they stared down at me, shell-shocked by my abrupt approach. 
“It seems you ladies are whispering about something rather interesting and are doing so while looking in my direction. I would love to hear what it is you’re talking about,” I said. 
The girls’ eyes goggled anxiously. Each was begging for the other to speak up first. A few seconds of uncomfortable silence between them went on, until the apparently bolder of the two spoke up, 
“It’s just we saw you on the news this weekend…” 
I interrupted, “Yeah, yeah. Big whoop. Who hasn’t seen that? You would think there would be something better to concern yourselves with by now.” I began to examine my cuticles as if I didn’t have the time of day to worry about such frivolous concerns. Internally I was a ball of nerves. 
The other girl spoke up. “It’s just that we have never seen a kid our age, let alone a girl, do something so,” she stopped for a second and looked at her counterpart, “well, cool.” 
I wasn’t sure if I heard her right. Cool? 
I immediately apologized for my curtness and thanked them for their kind words. I skipped off to my class with a new sense of self. When I saw someone look my way, or a group of students stop and turn back to get a second glance, I didn’t feel self-conscious. I truly believed everyone was gushing with envy. 
I felt quite high and mighty about myself, perhaps for the first time in the past two weeks. That was until I saw a glimpse of Owen’s rosy-red cheeks as the boy’s bathroom door swung open for a moment. I could tell there was someone being unkind to him. I felt so confident from my encounter moments before, that I knew what I needed to do without a second thought. 
I burst through the bathroom doors with as much force as an angry bull. The boys that were laughing at Owen immediately stopped and turned my way. Their expressions, at first, were of utter shock, but then quickly turned into a horrible smirk. 
“Look who it is,” the taller of the two said. “Miss El Presidente here to wrangle up her precious little joker.” 
Owen was glaring at me behind his goggly frames. Although I could tell Owen did not appreciate my attempts to, yet again, make him look like a fool who needed me in order to survive, frankly I didn’t care. I was never the type to turn a blind eye to an injustice. 
Without a second thought I walked up to the boy with enough guts to open his mouth in my presence. I gave him a calm glance and then punched him square in the jaw. It was a good punch too, because he was immediately knocked off of his feet.
He looked up at me with absolute confusion. I got down on my knees and looked him right in his smug little face. “Yeah, that’s right,” I said. “I’m a lunatic. Now look at who the little joker is crying on the floor because he was punched by a girl half his size.”
I began to laugh like I just escaped from the mental prison down the road. The boys looked up at me terrified, and tears began to well up in their eyes. They were only children, so maybe my back-alley defense tactics were a little too intense for the situation, and I never usually condone violence, but I stood by my decision. 
The boys were paralyzed with fear, and I realized I was going to have to be the one to end this scene.
“Scram!” I yelled and immediately the boys were up, holding onto each other as they scrambled on the tiled floor out through the bathroom door. 
I picked myself off the floor and straightened down my skirt before turning to face Owen. I couldn’t read him at first glance, and waited for him to speak. 
“Um, well that was drastic,” he said blankly.
I cleared my throat. “Well, what can I say? I’m feeling a bit drastic today.”
Owen nodded. We stood there for a few moments before Owen spoke up again. 
“Well thanks,” he said.
I could see right away he truly meant it. He turned to walk out of the bathroom. I decided I wasn’t going to stop him and ruin this situation by trying to repair everything at once. I realized at that moment, sometimes fixing a relationship doesn’t take one bold instance. I did have hope. I knew this was one small step, and it was a step in the right direction. 
 

Chapter Fifty
 
After that very eventful morning, I made my way to my class. I was sure to behave in my usual manner by volunteering to answer all the questions and taking whatever liberties I had to speak in front of the class. It felt good to be stepping back into my normal personality. The day overall had been a real winner. I would make myself right again. 
My perfectly good morning was ruined by Janis, who popped into the classroom and asked to see me. I should have figured barging into the boy’s restroom and punching a student in the face was going to have some sort of consequences. Everyone in the class looked at me, which normally I would have been quite pleased with.
Once we were in the privacy of the hallway, I turned towards her. 
“So, off to accept my award, aren’t I?” I said in an obviously sarcastic tone. I waited for a witty response and when a few moments went by without hearing one, I looked up to her. Her face was blank, but with a hint of distress. Although I never punched someone in the face at school, I figured it would only be a minor offense, maybe getting sent home for a day. My mind started to race. What if I did more damage than I thought? I always knew I was a lot stronger than I looked but I never thought I could be that strong. 
Maybe she was still feeling uncertain of how to respond to me since the whole Betsy Barlow debacle. I decided to try one more time to put my mind at ease, 
“I guess I can’t be in more trouble than I was with tricking a whole city.” I tried to make this lighthearted, and I waited for Janis’ witty remark yet again. She stayed staring straight ahead, her face showing no emotion. I was in full panic mode.
Janis led me into Principal Hansen’s office, and I was surprised to find that she stayed in the room with us. An unknown woman in a tweed skirt sat across from Principal Hansen’s desk. They both turned to look at us as we came through the door. I tried to read their faces and looked back at Janis to see if hers showed anything new. 
Principal Hansen finally spoke up, his voice shakier than usual. He asked me to take a seat across from the tweed skirted woman. At that moment, I was sure I was going to prison. I really hurt that boy in the bathroom, and this lady was here to crate me off. Although I gave Principal Hansen and Janis a lot of grief throughout the years, I could tell this was painful for them. I could see it in their eyes. 
I took a seat and looked down at my hands. The woman finally spoke up, 
“Hi, Ruthless. My name is Deloras Sanches, and I work for the Department of Child Services.” 
I could hear a muted sniffle from Janis from behind me. I knew she was going to miss me when I was off in prison. 
Deloras went on. “Ruthless, we have some terrible news and I want you to be prepared for it the best you can.” She reached out to grasp my hand. I looked up at her in confusion. This sure was a cushy way to let someone know they were going to prison. 
“I think since you have a prior relationship with Principal Hansen here, he would be the best person to tell you.”
I looked up at Jerry. I could now see his eyes weren’t just slightly welling up with tears, he was utterly upset. I never knew this man would miss me so much. 
I adjusted myself uncomfortably in my seat and waited for Principal Hansen to continue.
“Ruthless, I can’t believe I am the one that has to tell you this.” His voice shook, and he sounded as if he was holding back a wave of tears. It took a second for him to continue. 
“It’s your mother.” My heart dropped. “She is dead.” 
“What!?” I blurted out. I didn’t believe what he was saying was true. My mother was young, a picture of health. I looked around for someone to correct themselves. Everyone started crying. No one could look me in the eye. I stood up from my chair and walked right up to Principal Hansen. “Stop lying to me!” I said. “Why are you doing this? Where is my mom?” My face was red with anger. I stared at Jerry waiting for him to respond. He just looked at me helplessly, tears streaming down his face. “No!” I screamed over and over. My eyes were wild. “Where is she?” I screamed.
The social worker ran over and tried to contain me. I didn’t stop screaming. My arms were flailing, and I was trying to run away. I started to gain some distance and was about to get away when Daisy opened the office door. 
When I saw her pale face and her bloodshot eyes I immediately crumbled. My anger turned into a soft sorrow. The social worker let me go, and I ran into Daisy's arms. We both collapsed on the floor into a puddle of wails and tears.
 

Chapter Fifty-One
 
I pictured my body being sliced open and all of my insides being scooped out. I was like one of the hollow ceramic dolls you place above your fireplace that’s only purpose is to collect dust. In the blur of my memory, I can’t remember how Daisy and I ever made it out of Principal Hansen’s office. I do know a police officer drove us home. The whole way home I planted my face in Daisy’s lap. My eyes were just a leaking faucet, impossible to shut off. 
When the patrol car made its last turn into Daisy’s driveway, Daisy lowered her head and forcefully whispered in my ear. “Whatever you do, don’t look across the street. Keep your eyes closed and let me walk you into the house.”
But when the door was opened, and she led me out of the car I couldn’t help myself. Not only did I look, I ran from Daisy’s grasp and across the street. 
The sight before me knocked me like a pound of bricks. Yellow ‘crime scene’ tape surrounded my beautiful yellow cottage. The yard was muddied from footprints treading back and forth. Peppered across the yard were police officers and men in long drab suits. On the outskirts of the tape reporters gathered. Some took pictures of the scene while others spoke into a microphone and were recorded. 
My body went numb. I felt as if I was floating outside of it although I could only see the scene right before me. I don’t remember starting, but I was screaming. A wailing, ear-piercing screech. Almost everyone turned to look at me. The reporters slowly dropped down their cameras and it was as if everyone knew exactly who I was.
I started to run towards my house. My arms pumping in front of me as my heavy feet followed behind. I didn’t even make it past the yellow tape before Daisy caught up to me and buried me in her grasp. She was crouched down with me on the asphalt, and I wailed for a few more moments before she pulled me up in her arms and carried my limp body back to her house. 
***
That night never seemed to end. I cried so violently I knocked myself out from exhaustion. It wasn’t long before the panic filled my dreams, and I was jolted back into reality to continue my regular scheduled sobbing. 
I slept in Daisy’s guest room I had always thought of as my room. The room always gave me a cheery feeling with its cool pink walls and its red glowing heart lamp at the hearth. That night, the glow felt like the heat from the center of the Earth, illuminating the emptiness in my heart. 
The next morning brought a new meaning to my panic. I read about characters in grief and witnessed it through a movie screen, but one thing I never saw was how people dealt with the next day. 
The light creeped through the crack of the curtains in Daisy’s guest room. It felt as if I had only been in the nighttime seconds before, and I wondered how I drifted off and got to this point. I could hear a faint sound of chirping from the promptest of birds and, for a brief second, I thought last night could have all been a dream.
I was swiftly brought back into reality as if I was in a head-on collision. How long must I feel so hollowed out? I could not imagine a version of myself that had even a sliver of my previous wholeness. 
I laid there, staring at the popcorn ceiling, until I heard Daisy stirring in her bed. I heard a few sniffles before she came over and sat on the end of my bed. 
As if struck by lightning, I was suddenly filled with a motive. I shot up with a crazed look in my eyes.
“I need to see her!” I was now clenching Daisy’s arm. 
I began to rise and fumbled to make my way out of the room. Daisy sprang up and grabbed me, pulling me back to the bed. 
“No, not now.” She tried to sound forceful through her helpless tears. 
I began to push her away, 
“Stop! Take me to her now.” I was furious and felt as if heat was coming from my eyes. She started to sob even harder and begged me to sit down. I struggled for a few moments but eventually collapsed into tears at the foot of the bed. 
The next few days carried on in the same way. I kept juggling in between despair, anger, and questioning. Most of these moments and feelings were completely irrational. There were some rare moments when I had a small sense of clarity and asked about what in the world was going on. 
During these times I pleaded with Daisy to tell me what happened. I had a guess based on the crime scene tape and the reporters that were parked outside of my house that this was not a normal sort of death. This did make sense to me since a woman like my mother would never leave this earth for anything close to normal. 
There were some moments I needed more than anything to know what happened. I felt as if Daisy was limiting me from my most basic needs and I never knew I could be so angry at someone I loved so much. There were other moments I couldn’t bear to hear or say the mention of my mother’s name and I was thankful Daisy remained almost completely silent. 
At last, my inner struggle with wanting and denying to know what happened came to an end. Daisy took me to the police station. 
 

Chapter Fifty-Two
 
When a detective from the police station called that morning to see if Daisy could come in to answer a few questions to help wrap up the case, she immediately asked if they had a child psychologist there to explain what happened to me. 
When she told me that morning, I was filled with an exhausting dread. The thought of sitting in a stale office surrounded by men and women smugly sipping their coffees as they pretended to care about the death of my mother nauseated me. At first, I simply refused. I didn’t want to hear what happened to my mother from someone I barely knew. I wanted to hear it from Daisy. 
Daisy knew having to tell me the truth of my mother’s death would surely kill her. It was horrible enough to have to relive the retelling she received, but the idea of needing to be the one to completely shatter my heart terrified her. 
When I turned down the idea of taking a trip up to the police station, she looked defeated and helpless. I wasn’t prepared for her wounded reaction, and I immediately agreed to go once witnessing this. 
The police station was as miserable as I imagined it. This was the first time I left the house since I went to school that horrible morning, and it felt strange to be in a place surrounded by people who were not so empty. I looked around at all the police officers and assistants, carrying on with their completely normal life. I was so jealous of every single one of them. 
It was finally my turn to speak to the psychologist. Daisy was left behind to speak with the detective, and I was led into an office that was made to resemble a tranquil garden. The psychologist's name was Bethany Krinkle. Her sage green turtleneck almost touched the lobes of her ears, and her eyes were set with a level of compassion. I must admit, even though I could tell her office and persona was carefully orchestrated to portray trustability, it didn’t go without its effects. 
In a typical office setting I am used to the interviewer sitting behind a large wooden desk, while I sit in a much smaller chair basking in their glory. Bethany’s office was different. There were two wingback chairs almost facing each other. I took a seat in one at Bethany’s suggestion and she took a seat in the other. 
I was in a state of shell shock. I visibly shook, my eyes were wide and bloodshot thanks to my lack of sleep, and my hair hadn’t had a comb through it in ages. This all didn’t seem to alarm Bethany, but she wasn’t there to butter me up or even try to soothe my shock. She was there to break the most horrible news imaginable. 
She didn’t wait long until she pulled out a picture from the manila folder placed on her lap. She handed it over to me without any explanation. When my eyes fell upon the man in the picture my stomach did a few flips.
The man was tall, as wide as a cypress red tree with hands to match. He had light golden wispy hair seeming to fade towards the crown of his head. His mustache was speckled with grays.
The picture alarmed me. Although it was clearly a mugshot with the date on the letter board dating several years back, there was something about it that was even more unsettling. I was sucked in by his eyes and noticed they held the same speckles of green and gold of my own. But even with this similarity there was something very different about them. A menacing sort of twinkle that held me in. 
“Ruthless, we believe this man to be your biological father.” 
When Bethany spoke these words, I knew it to be true. It was right there in front of me. A part of me I always hoped to discover and now the feeling of nausea washed over me, wishing I never had hoped for this thought. This was not the Hungarian prince I imagined. 
“He killed her, didn't he?” I held my gaze to the picture. It all made sense, my mother’s insistent fears, the cryptic stories of her past, the sorcerer had finally found her. 
“Not at first,” she said, and nestled in closer to explain more. “He meant to, and after a search of his residence it seems that was his plan for quite some time.” She held my gaze, and her eyes changed from the soft empathy it was once before, into a pointed determination to tell me the truth. I tried to match hers as I held my sorrowful waves back with the clenching of my jaw. 
“He caught her by surprise, breaking into your house, but your mother put up quite a fight. She killed him in self-defense.” 
Confusion moved over my face as the tears started to pour more heavily down my cheeks. But how could this be? She was dead, I thought. 
As if able to read the thoughts in my head, she went on. “Unfortunately he was able to injure her severely before he died. She passed shortly after the police arrived at the scene.”
Darkness began to surround me. The answers I hoped for had finally been delivered and I was left with a reality more terrible than I could have ever imagined. 
“I can tell you are strong, Ruthless. I know we only just met but I can see it in the way you desire the whole truth, and that is why I have told you it the way I did.” She was now kneeling in front of me, clenching my tiny hands in hers. 
“This man was a horrible, horrible human being, if you can even call him that, and I never want you to think of him as your father. You are your mother’s daughter alone. Remember that.”
I was barely listening to her. My head was spinning, and everything clicked. What happened recently that would uncover my missing mother’s whereabouts? The national scandal of my political campaign and the shot of my mother’s face running on the stage to cover me up. 
The realization that I was to blame for my mother’s death was something I did not think I could ever come out of. 
 

Chapter Fifty-Three
 
That weekend was my mother’s funeral, the funeral of Grace Ruth Rowe. I don’t know anyone who particularly enjoys funerals but as someone who was to blame for her mother’s death, I really did not want to go. 
I expected a small service. I’m not sure what brought me to this thought when I had such a personable mother, but the amount of people there surely did not reflect an accurate number of my mother’s acquaintances or friends. I guessed many of the people were there because of the scandal of my mother’s death. 
One after another, people I barely knew kneeled down to my level, eyes lit with tears, offering their most sincere condolences. My mother’s boss let me know how proud my mother was of me. My English teacher told me if I needed anything, I should not hesitate to ask. Mr. and Mrs. Jackson even went as far to offer me to live with them. I knew I should have felt comforted; like I had a community of support. But as every person came to offer their aid, I became more and more angry. I felt alone in my grief and mad that anyone dare expect to understand. 
Not even halfway through the service it all became too much, so I sneaked off. I pushed the large door leading to the back of the funeral home. I was immediately smacked in the face by the cool November winds. I pulled my coat tighter at my neck and took a seat on a bench next to a smelly ashtray. I surmised this was the ‘stare into nothing and enjoy a cigarette’, section of the funeral home. I found it only fitting to smash my grubby little hands in the ground and search for a sizable stick. I then brought the stick up to my lips and sucked in the imaginary smoke. I pulled it away, blew out, and imaginary circles escalating in size left my lips. I tapped it on the bench to shake out the ash. 
When I heard the squeak of the door opening, I remained in my trance, repeating my stick smoking hand motions. Out came Geoffrey and Owen, who sat either side of me
Almost immediately, Geoffrey took out his pack of cigarettes from his pocket and bent down to light it in his lips. He used his hand to shield the wind that seemed to come from all angles. He sat straight up, looking at the same invisible object that so dangerously held my gaze. Owen flung his body between his two spread legs and felt around. He picked himself up and repeated Geoffrey’s motions, bringing his newfound stick up to his lips, then crossing his legs and resting his arm over his knee. He too found that ominous object. The three of us sat there, saying nothing, repeating our motions almost in unison. It was the first time in a week I felt entirely understood.  

Chapter Fifty-Four
 
People from all walks of life seemed to show up at Daisy’s doorsteps. All the teachers I ever had, everyone my mother worked with, a few kids I barely knew and their worried mothers, and finally Principal Hansen. 
Principal Hansen kept his distance for quite some time. Although I didn’t notice much, I could tell it weighed on Daisy. She didn’t have to say anything about him specifically, but I could tell the difference between when she was grieving the loss of my mother and grieving the loss of Principal Hansen. It was mostly during the quiet nights when she would sit at her bay windows. Her legs would be pulled to her chest, and the window would be cracked ever so slightly. The tears that fell slowly down her cheek seemed to hold the sadness of what could have been.
When he knocked on the door almost two weeks after the funeral of my mother, Daisy didn’t hesitate to jump into his arms. I stepped out of my room to look for who the visitor might be. Although Daisy was shrinking in size as the days went on, I felt I could see a weight falling off of her shoulders as Principal Hansen wrapped his arms around her frail torso. She so desperately needed someone to lean on. 
Principal Hansen and I made eye contact during this embrace. I gave him a nod, a tear twinkling in my eye. I never expected to be so grateful to Principal Hansen. I knew having to tell me my mother was dead had been one of the most difficult things he ever had to do. Although almost all of our relationship revolved around getting under each other’s skin, at that moment, I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else to show up at our door. That was until the last person I ever expected to see was peering on the other side of the peephole. 
 

Chapter Fifty-Five
 
When I heard the hesitant knock that chilly December morning, I pulled the small step ladder out from behind the shoe rack and climbed up to take a look. Daisy was sleeping in her room, and I wanted to keep it that way since she barely got any rest while she was hovering over me. 
When my eyes met the fish-eyed smug face of the visitor, I almost lost my balance. I pulled back and paused for a moment, questioning my sanity. I took another look and, sure enough, he was still there staring back at me. I wasn’t sure how to feel. My emotions were so erratic lately that my instinct, to open the door and see what he wanted, seemed like something I shouldn’t do. I decided if I didn’t, I would spend hours wondering what he could possibly have wanted. 
I stepped down from my stool and placed it to the side. I took a deep breath, puffed out my chest, and opened the door. There, in the doorway, almost cowering, was none other than Mayor Lankford. 
I stood there with my arms wrapped across my chest. My head felt hot, and I could already feel the tears swelling behind my eyes. If I was partially to blame of my mother’s murder, Mayor Lankford was my collaborator. If it wasn’t for him so publicly and well, ruthlessly revealing my identity, my mother would still be alive. 
I could tell I wasn’t the only one who’d had this thought. Mayor Lankford was staring at the ground and was juggling his weight from one foot to the other.
I was about to tell him to go away. I was about to let all the frustration I had been pinning on myself for the past two months rain down on this termite of a man. Just as I was building up the air in my lungs to deliver my first blow, he began to speak. 
“Would you be willing to take a walk?”
It had to be the stupidest request I ever heard. It was so stupid that I had no choice but to oblige. 
Our walk started out uncomfortably silent. The only sounds were my boisterous footsteps followed by his frantic ones. They seemed to have to multiply to keep up with mine. I decided I wasn’t going to be the first to speak up. I knew how much satisfaction that might give to him.
“I’m not here to ask for your forgiveness,” he said, finally. “I know I don’t deserve anything close. But ever since that day I acted like a clown, I’ve been thinking of ways to make it right.”
I felt my hot tears rolling down my cheek. Why did I agree to the torture of speaking to this buffoon? 
“I know, there is nothing I can do to make it anywhere close to right, but I wanted to let you know this isn’t your fault,” he said. 
I stopped in my tracks. How dare he think he was important enough to relieve me of guilt. I turned and started walking straight back to Daisy’s house. I didn’t need a therapy session from this man-child. He moved his body in front of me, pleading with his hands. 
“Wait, wait, wait. I know you don’t care to hear that from me, but I have something to show you that I think will make you feel even the tiniest bit better. I also know how alone you must feel right now, and I think you would be surprised how much I could relate to you.” 
As I walked, he blabbered on. I did not care about what he had to say. That was until I finally tuned in to hear him mention his own father’s death. 
 
The Tale of Mayor Lankford’s Father’s Death
 
Mayor Lankford, also known as Lesli Lankford, did not live a life anyone would envy. His family was never particularly wealthy, but they had enough to get by. Lesli’s father was a traveling salesman for Expo Automotive. Most boys whose fathers are not always around are always searching for slivers of time they can spend with them. They want to fill in all the cracks of their fathers as best they can. This was not the case for young Lesli. 
You see, Lesli hated his father down to his core. His father went above and beyond to deserve such a feeling. His father tended to burst at the seams. Almost anything and nothing at all could make his head spin all the way around and spew out venom. 
Lesli was an only child, and very close to his mother. She received the brunt of the furry, and Lesli wished nothing more than to make those roles reversed. Lesli prayed for the days his father packed his overnight bag and waved from the door with a huff and a slam. Nothing was sweeter than running around with his mother doing all the normal things people do in a house, such as laughing or crying or speaking above a whisper. The joy of their freedom away from his father was shadowed by the gloom of his unexpected return date. Lesli felt as if he always had one eye over his shoulder, looking out for his father’s cherry red Pontiac pulling up in their driveway. Every night Lesli looked out to the stars and wished for his father to stay far far away. 
One day his dream came true. When the phone on his kitchen wall rang, his mother picked up and her face turned a ghastly white. At first, he thought of the opposite scenario. His father would be returning and was already raging up a storm. But then as he witnessed his mother collapse into a puddle of sorrow on their checkered tiled floor, he began to understand something much more grave had happened. 
It is hard to not cast blame upon yourself when the one thing you wished so hard for finally came true. Lesli Lankford cast this blame onto himself as if catching a great fish from a stormy sea. 
He couldn’t understand why his mother seemed so upset. She spent her time crying or sleeping past the point of restfulness. His father was so cruel to her that he had thought if anyone would have found a glimmer of hope, it would be her. From then on, he spent all of his time coming up with ways to make his mother whole again, proving that he was enough for her. 
At first it started out by getting good grades in school. When he saw that glimmer of shine appear in her eyes for only just a moment, he was hooked. He spent his time planning his next great accomplishment. The plans became bigger, such as landing the lead role in his school play. They carried onto far greater things such as running for local office. Nothing made his mother happier than having a son in the public eye. When he won the position of mayor, he thought she just might die of happiness. 
And then she did just that. She died. The coroner's report did not classify the passing as a result of too much happiness. In fact, it passed the blame solely on a heart attack, but Lesli Lankford felt in his soul that her happiness met a maximum, a level her heart could not contain. 
 
As Mayor Lankford, I guess I should say Lesli Lankford, recounted these intimate moments of his life, my brain and heart began to spin on its axis. I wanted so much to completely loathe this man and to pass all the blame I could in order to keep some off me. But hearing this tale made it almost impossible to not view him in a rosier lens. I knew his motivation for his action which made my villain-like image of him start to melt away. 
We continued our walk in silence. There was not much to be said after his bold retelling and any words would have just muddied my thoughts even more. I was so deep in my thoughts that my consciousness about where we were heading was an unnoticeable fog. That was until we met the park entrance. 
We were at Trellis Park. The place that filled me with fond memories, but also the place that started this never-ending downfall. I couldn’t even catch a glimpse of it without being overtaken by thoughts of my mother. 
As if a sandstorm had pounded me in the chest, I remembered what the intentions were for this park. Looking at this park pained me, but the thought of losing it was almost too much to bear. Although my capacity to bear things was ever so surprising these days.
I stood frozen, tears welling. Lesli Lankford got down on his knees so we were at eye-level. 
“Ruthless, I want to show you something.” He started walking toward the tree I had clung to so desperately. I was so intrigued that I didn’t even stop to notice the absence of the orange construction flags.
As we got closer to the trunk of the tree, I saw a marble and bronze plaque at the base. I folded to my knees and examined the raised lettering. 
‘Grace Tree. In memory of Grace Ruth Rowe, a model citizen and an impossible force’. 
I could barely read the last word of the plaque as the salt from my tears was impeding my view. My chest heaved as I tried to suck in air through my sobs. 
Lesli Lankford placed his hand on my back between my shoulder blades.
“I know that this will never be enough, but I wanted to do something to show you that you did make a difference and the memory of your mother will live on.” 
I had always been good at finding the right words to say, but at that moment I couldn’t even muster up the strength to search for them. I lay curled up, weeping at the base of this tree, letting my fingers trace the letter of the plague. Lesli sat with his back against the trunk, and the two of us sat there until the sun escaped underneath the horizon. 
 

Chapter Fifty-Six
 
The most amazing miracle I ever witnessed had to be that life carried on. I wanted to hold onto my sorrow. The sorrow was the loudest thing left of my mother. But it seemed as though no matter how hard I tried, my insides were being filled with my everyday life. 
Daisy was starting to put on weight. Not much, but she was surely looking better than the skin and bones she turned into. Principal Hansen moved in, which at first made me nervous. I never lived with a man before, let alone a man like Principal Hansen. He proved his weight in gold, however, as he was able to bring Daisy’s burnt soul back to life. The house became less like a mourning cave and more like the art gallery it truly was.
Owen and Geoffrey visited me often. I could tell there was still a thin barrier between us. I tried my best to put on a good face for them, but I knew they could see right through it. 
Mayor Lankford would stop by every now and then. We would take walks out to my mother’s tree, and he would pick my brain about different issues he was facing as mayor. I didn’t feel jealous I was helping the man who sabotaged my campaign. It was like an old scab almost completely covered up by fresh skin.
One day when I opened the front door to greet Lesli Lankford, I was alarmed to see he was a little more cheerful than usual. On our walk I talked about our usual topics, but Lesli stayed almost entirely silent. I found this behavior a bit peculiar, but our relationship was overall pretty peculiar, so I didn’t think much about it.
As we took our usual spots at the base of my Grace Tree to stare off into the horizon, Lesli could barely contain his fidgeting hands. I stopped talking in hopes the silence would get him to reveal what he was so eager to tell me. My plan worked and he began to gush. 
“So the other day I got a call to my office from Jenkins Preparatory Academy out in Connecticut.” He hung on a long-winded pause, perhaps to see if I knew what he was talking about. When it was obvious I had no idea, he went on. “Jenkins Preparatory Academy is one of the most prestigious preparatory schools in the States. A lot of politicians attended there. I have heard a lot about it from other colleagues. It’s simply the place a future politician starts at. The admissions office called yesterday and asked about a certain Betsy Barlow,” he said with a giddy smirk.
“Oh, didn’t they hear? She lost the election,” I said as I banged the back of my head against the tree behind me and stared straight ahead with my arms across my chest.
Lesli ignored this and went on. “Well, they didn’t know your real name, so I made sure to give it to them.” 
“And why would you do that?” I questioned dryly without turning to face him. 
“Because they want to offer you a full-scholarship plus room and board for the fall.”
At this I turned to face him and gave a dumbfounded look. “Why would they want to do that? Do they have some sort of charity quota they have to meet each year?” 
“I think it’s pretty obvious why,” he went on. “You’re an eleven-year-old girl who competed in a local election and was projected to win if I hadn’t messed things up. It was a national sensation.” 
Although the last three months did their fair share of dulling the edges of my sharpest sorrows, the reminder of my stunt that ultimately resulted in the life of my mother still had its inevitable jagged edges. My eyes dropped in their sockets and Lesli could see I was wounded by his mention of my national sensation. I didn’t speak another word, but he knew what I was feeling. 
“Ruthless, I’m not going to say you can’t go on blaming yourself because you surely can, but your ideas weren’t the cause for your mother’s death. That was from a force far greater than you could know about. You are a genius, a bonafide prodigy. Your plan to run for mayor was a success, and that goes to show how much you will accomplish in the future. This school has seen your potential and wants to help mold you into the ruthless leader you were meant to be.” 
It was a fine speech, in fact, the best one I had heard yet. But it didn’t make me forget my doubts and jump at the prospect. After a few moments of silence, where I mulled over what Lesli just said, he pulled out a paper packet from his pocket. It baffled me that we walked all this way and I hadn’t noticed it sticking sorely out of his pants. 
“Here,” he said, handing it to me. “Give this to Daisy and think it over. Think of what your mother would want you to do.” 
 

Chapter Fifty-Seven
 
In the weeks to come I did a lot of thinking. If I had been told three months ago of this opportunity, I would have dived right in.
I didn’t tell Daisy or Jerry at first. I knew they would be excited for me, and I couldn’t bear that scene. I decided if anyone would get me to stay, it would have to be Owen. 
When I showed up at the Jackson residence, everyone was a bit surprised. I barely left the house in the last three months due to my general depression from having a dead mother and all. 
When I got to his room, I slapped the stocky packet on his desk. “Look at this joke,” I said with my hands on my hips. A part of me hoped he would laugh at the prospect of me leaving. 
He thumbed through the glossy pages, but didn’t take long to speak up. “Yeah, I know this school. This is Jenkins Preparatory Academy. A lot of my family has gone here. Apparently a lot of presidents graduated from here.” 
“Well get this,” I said. “They want me to go there! They offered me a full-ride scholarship and everything.” I chuckled and flopped on Owen’s bed waiting for his response. His demeanor became unusually serious. His head hung low as he continued to flip through the papers. When he didn’t say anything for a while I spoke up. “Well, what do you think?”
“I think you should go,” he said without looking up. His rapid response stung. I hoped for a bit more push-back from him. I thought I was his dearest and only friend.
“Why?” I asked in a high-pitched tone. 
He raised his left eyebrow and scrunched his nose. “Um, because it’s a really, I mean, really great school, and they’re offering to let you go there for free?”
This answer seemed simple enough, but I was ready to tear it apart and put every fragment under a microscope. 
I crossed my arms, and a steamy tear was already taking its place to race down my cheek. “Or is it really because you want me gone? Is it too hard to have the best friend who killed her mother floating around?”
Although Owen’s demeanor softened, I could tell he seemed a bit vexed that I was turning this into a larger ordeal than it needed to be. “Ruthless, of course I don’t want you to leave. Do I look like a kid who can make new friends easily? We both know that’s a hard no, but this is the chance to accomplish all your dreams. What kind of friend would I be to tell you to not go?” 
I looked down at my lap. A tear splattered on Owen’s sheets down below. He came over to my side and put a hand on my shoulder. 
“You didn’t kill your mom, Ruthless. Stop saying that. Your mom would want you to go.” 
This was the second time someone had said that. Although true, it broke my heart. It reminded me of the fact that although we could all speculate, there would never be another moment where I could know for sure what my mother would want. 
“Owen, I can’t leave you,” I said, now truly worried about what my friend would do if I decided to go. 
“Ahh don’t worry about me.” He said, and pawed at the air nonchalantly. “I’ve got these guys to keep me busy.” He put his arms up to motion at the shelves now displayed around his room. I hadn’t even noticed that he moved all of his miniatures out in the open. This brought a smile to my face. Owen was a weird kid, but he would do just fine without me, he might even thrive.

Chapter Fifty-Eight
 
I still wasn’t certain about whether or not I should attend Jenkins Preparatory Academy. The nudge from Owen surely made it a smaller piece to chew, but the guilt still dug into me with deep claws. There was also the sting of having to leave Daisy. I knew I should discuss the topic with her, but I decided I would sit on the subject. I guessed if I waited long enough to talk, it might completely evaporate, making me not have to make a decision at all.
I was living with Daisy for a little over five months. The weather was still frightfully chill, but the prospect of spring was just beyond the horizon. My house sat stoically, parallel from Daisy’s guest room. The lawn and roof were riddled with monstrous maple leaves. The crime scene tape had been removed, and the hustle and bustle of various detectives, forensic scientists, and reporters was long gone. I tried to keep my blinds shut in order to avoid the impending doom of officially moving out of the place I called home for my entire life.
Although I wanted to keep the house and preserve it as a snow globe of hope, I knew that wouldn’t be possible. With no one tending the property, it would fill with haunts, and live on as a legend of horrors. The memory of my mother was still alive in that house. As much as I wanted to excavate it and carry it with me, I knew the pain it would bring. 
Daisy had these same thoughts. She came to my room one March morning and told me we must clear out the house and put it on the market. 
The only task that fell onto my plate was cleaning out my room. Daisy, Jerry, Geoffrey and Lesli were plagued with boxing up the remainder of the house. Daisy anxiously walked me to my room and shut the door behind me immediately after we arrived. I knew right away that she was nervous about what was left behind from the crime scene. 
Daisy designated three different piles for me to fill up in my room. They were labeled, ‘donate,’ ‘discard,’ and ‘keep’, with blue painter’s tape adhered to the floor. Two of the piles were fattening quickly, but one practically had dust bunnies wisping across its vacant post. I discovered that deciding to keep anything from my room was difficult. Almost nothing seemed necessary. Only a few articles of clothing and my collection of books remained. 
Daisy came to check on me regularly throughout the day, picking up various items and making comments. “Oh, I remember when you wore this hat to your eighth birthday party,” she would say. “No, you can’t get rid of this darling pasta macrame you made at summer camp!” Every time she came in, it seemed as if more and more of her mascara was melting down her cheeks. She would always enter with a serene smile as if she had stared at herself in a mirror and practiced it before coming in. 
I think the thing that surprised me most about that day was the lack of my mother. I was worried I would be so overwhelmed by the memories of her at every turn, but I couldn’t even find a trace of her. Although I didn’t believe in ghosts, I hoped to hear a whisper or catch a glance of her from the corner of my eye. All I felt was her absence. 
I wondered if she knew she was going to die. I read that people have left things behind indicating they knew their time was approaching. My mother was always nervous. She was nervous about getting her picture taken, nervous about traveling too far, nervous about the sorcerer finally finding her. I wondered if she had been waiting for the day he would catch her, diminish her sparkle for one last time. I wondered if she was scared. I wondered if she thought about what would become of me; the daughter of a fairy who she gave up everything to save from a childhood like her own. She always wanted me to be ruthless, but I truly don’t believe I could ever be as ruthless as her; the girl who was captured but got away. I always wanted to live up to my name, I knew it was something my mother expected from me. But now the pressure of my name was almost crippling. How could I be ruthless when I was so paralyzed by my guilt? All I wanted in that moment was to hear her ghostly whisper, hear what she intended for me to do with the rest of my life. 
 
 

Chapter Fifty-Nine
 
The entire moving brigade was completely disheartened by the end of the day. It was impossible to box up the belongings of someone so beautiful and so full of life and not feel like a walking corpse yourself. When the sun no longer creeped through the cracks of the curtain-drawn windows, and our stomachs angrily growled, we all took our cue to step out of the house of haunts and say goodbye for one last time. 
We barely spoke a word as some of us made our separate ways and Daisy, Jerry and I shuffled back into the house across the street. I wondered how I would feel living across the street from the house I grew up in, the house my mother died in, and seeing another family move in doing their best to fill it with the essence of them. 
Although my body was crying out to be fed, I decided, then, that its food would be a warm bowl of sleep. I went straight to my room and engulfed myself in a burrow of my satin pink sheets. I cried myself to sleep for the past five months but today the tear fall was an insistent flow. The crying usually lulled me to sleep, and I was just about to drift off when I heard a tap at my door. 
I flipped over to my side and watched as Daisy slipped in through the ajar door, doing her best not to let the light from the hall escape. She was carrying something in her hand. When she sat down on my bed, I could tell that she had been crying. This wasn’t too alarming since it was what us two gals seemed to be doing ritually these past months, but her demeanor was a little more somber than usual. 
I waited for her to speak, and a few seconds went by before she finally did. “Sometimes I have to remind myself you’re only eleven,” she said. “You have always been so well beyond your years and now with your mother’s death it seems to have aged you past my years as well.” She had tears pearling at her cheeks. “I found this today,” she said, and in her hands, she held a leather-bound notebook, puffed with written worn pages. 
I sat up in bed and took the notebook in my hands. On the front, laser-etched in a script font were the words, ‘To My Daughter’. I could hear my heart hammering and my face already warming with my heavy tears. Daisy started to sob, her chest reverberating in between her breaths. 
“I know your mother intended this for when you were older. I gathered on your wedding day or sometime far in the future.” She paused to dry her tears with the end of my sheet. “But I couldn’t bring myself to keep it from you for that long. I know you are going through something no eleven-year-old girl should have to go through, and I think you are mature enough to truly appreciate these words and hopefully receive some closure.” 
She leaned over and encapsulated me in a monstrous hug. Her breath was heavy in my ear and our sobs echoed each other. She finally let me go, kissed me on the forehead, and left me alone with the unforeseen gift I had just been given.
I stared at the journal for a long time before cracking it open. My mind struggled to grasp the magnitude of what was in front of me. The weight of it was impressive, and I could tell right away that the journal was not something she took lightly. I guessed that a night of restful sleep was not going to be for me that night. I was finally going to find all the unanswered questions of my mother. 
 
The Tale of My Mother’s Journal
 
To my daughter,
I am starting this journal with the fresh news of your existence in my belly. My hope for this journal is to share my motherly wisdom I am told in due time I will develop. My best thoughts come to me at the dead of night so I decided this journal will replace all the things I wish I could have said to you. 
It’s insane to think how much I already love your bundle of cells. I can’t even imagine how much I will love you when you’re not sucking the life out of me. Gosh I hope I don’t mess this up. 
-Your Mom
 
Dear Ruthless, 
How do you like your name? I just thought of it. No one knows it yet except you and me. The people around this place are a complete bore. They would absolutely hate it. 
Your father wanted to name you Ruth. That’s my middle name, of course. I hate the name Ruth. I think it’s a fine name for anyone else, but I couldn’t stand such an ordinary name for someone so extraordinary like you. I think I like Ruthless so much just to spite your father. 
Even if it ends up being only you and I who know your name, I think I will be just fine with that. 
-Your Mom
 
Dear Ruthless, 
I wish you would stop growing so fast. You’re like a honey fungus. Of course I want you to be here with me, but it scares me how selfish that thought is. You would absolutely hate it here in Kamas. I mean it’s truly awful. I have lived here my whole life, so you might be wondering how I know it’s so dreadful. Well, my dear, you will find that sometimes you just know these things. I hope you will have the same intuition to know when things aren’t simply up to your standards even when you have no other context. Although I’m not entirely sure if this is a blessing or a curse. 
-Your Mom
 
Dear Ruthless, 
Your mom is as tough as nails. I might be only telling you this, so I don’t have a mental breakdown here in this roadside motel, but that’s neither here nor there. I did it. I ran away. 
I know I usually keep it pretty lighthearted with you but it’s good to show that sometimes it’s best to be real. Your father is an evil, evil man and I really had no choice in marrying him. But really, it’s the whole community where I lived. That’s just how he was raised, but with a little extra rage. He has knocked me out too many times for me to count. I’m pretty used to it by now, it’s not like it’s any different from what my father did to me, but for you, it’s just not going to fly. He promised me if I ever left, he would kill me. That used to scare me when the only thing I had to live for was myself, but now there’s you. 
I will spend the rest of my life making sure you never have to meet that man.
-Your Mom 
 
Dear Ruthless, 
I can’t believe how much you have grown over the years. You are nearly three and you have already orchestrated a hunger strike in the name of veganism. Thank God that only lasted four hours. 
There is so much about you that puzzles me, from how brilliant and strong willed you are, to how aggressive and defensive you can be. Every day I question all my reactions to your actions. Every night I go to bed regretting a countless amount of parenting decisions I made with you. Daisy tells me this is a common feeling for mothers. Although she never mothered her own children, she tells me I’m doing a fine job. I think she is full of it, but I appreciate the sentiment. 
I must say I do mimic a lot of Daisy’s mothering habits. Although she is not truly my mother, she taught me how to function as an adult in the world and that is leaps and bounds beyond what my real mother ever did. 
Sometimes I do miss my mom. I always thought she was a great mother. She was kind and seemed to love us more than anything. But now that I’m a mother, I know that can’t be entirely true. My mother wasn’t born into our community. She came in as an adult when she met my father. She lived a whole life in a world where she was given free will, an education, and access to anything she dreamed of accomplishing, yet she chose that horrible life for herself and ultimately all of her children. 
I understand making poor choices based on pain but there comes a point when you need to forget about your own pain and do what’s hard for the people you love. I don’t think I’m Mother of the year or anything. The other day you threatened another preschooler’s life, but it gives me peace to know that I was good enough to leave and I hope that’s enough. 
-Your Mom
 
Dear Ruthless, 
I’ve started and rewritten this entry several times tonight. Today was my first day home. It seems there aren't the right words in all of the human language to explain what I’ve put you through these past weeks.
I came home today expecting a wounded look in your eyes, a dulled sparkle, but all I could find was the joy to be in my arms. I can’t tell you how much that hurt; to think I could cause you so much pain and you would just grin and bear it. 
I guess this is the time that I explain why this all happened, why I sank so far deep. The problem is that every time I begin to explain myself it seems so bizarre. I have always taken great pride in being your rock, being the person you can lean on. I should have known that my mental state was wavering. I should have asked for help before I went too far. 
The real reason this all happened is because of my pride. I think I am so strong that I can withstand all the abuse and fear I endured in my life, without any consequences. I escaped a cult and an abusive marriage for Pete’s sake. You would think the least I would need is a therapist. 
Although I can still feel myself clinging to my pride, and I am unable to explain this all to you, I want you to know that it’s okay to ask for help. It’s okay to be scared and to still be strong. 
Even though I escaped, I don’t think I will ever be fully free from the pain. I hope with all my heart that you will be free, freer than I could ever be. 
-Your Mom
 
Dear Ruthless, 
When I named you Ruthless eleven years ago, I never thought I would be the kind of mother to make you resign as student body president. When I dished out this order, I did so in such a powerful and decisive manner. In reality, I didn’t know what I was doing. 
Of course I want you to be the kind of girl who puts up with little to nothing, but sometimes I wonder if I missed the mark by not instilling even a tiny bit of reserve in you. I can’t have my eleven-year-old child going around illegally installing landmarks. I mean, that sounds pretty cool, but I’m sure we could get some hefty fines for that. 
I’m hoping you recover from this. In fact, I know you are probably already scheming your next big operation as I write this. 
I just want you to know that I am so proud of you, no matter how much you make me drive down to your school and put out fires you’ve created. You are and will always be, a force to be reckoned with. 
-Your Mom
 
Dear Ruthless, 
I thought the school presidency debacle would surely be the largest scandal in your childhood but boy was I wrong. I know in the future we’ll laugh about this, and it will just be a peg on your ladder to greatness, but now I can’t help feeling fearful. 
This is a time when I feel ill-equipped to be your mother. I am completely unsure how to handle this situation. My instinct is to be furious. What you did was completely dangerous and the idea that other adults in your life knew about it and encouraged you on your journey is completely baffling. But there is a small part of me that is immensely proud. You almost won mayor at eleven years old. I mean who does that? Although I do not have the right words to say to you, I thought these words that I write would inspire you in the future: 
 
Failures will come, as they do, with all of the greats, but your ability to meet it head on and turn it into something to build upon, will get you where you are destined to be. Do not let anything make you doubt how much you deserve in this world. Devour everything in your path, not only because it is what you deserve but in the name of everything that was taken from me in my youth. You are the part of me that has been taken from my childhood. You are the part of me that I wish was my whole. 
I know I will not always be there with you. I know there will come a time when you have to navigate this earth without me, but I live with no fear for that day. The day you were born you could have conquered this world on your own. I hope you live freer than I did. 
-Always and forever, Your Mom 
 

Chapter Sixty
 
I grunt as I put all of my force onto the top of my suitcase. Days like this I wish I was a little plumper to force the articles to fit. I finally get the top and the bottom close enough to clasp shut, and I exhale in relief. I walk over to the large vanity mirror in the center of the room, and brush the sweaty tendrils of hair out of my face. I place the backsides of my palms on the dresser and stare deep into my reflection. I am alarmed, but pleased to see a resemblance of my mother twinkle back at me. 
I turn around and scan the room. Everything is as it was the day I arrived, which feels like a lifetime ago. My four large canvas suitcases are placed at the edge of my bed ready for their trip. 
Suddenly I hear a large honk from outside. I assume it has to be Geoffrey, Owen, or Lesli wishing me farewell before my trip. As I scamper out of my room, down the hallway, and out the front door, I am alarmed to see a gleaming black car with a driver waiting to open the back door. I scan the scene looking for someone I recognize. I turn around and see Daisy and Jerry behind me, lugging my suitcases in their arms down the hall. I look back to the car, and out of the passenger door emerges Lesli. 
“Hello, Lady President!” he calls out to me. I giggle and give him a quizzical look. 
“Well, I just thought it was only appropriate that you had the proper transportation as you head off to your next great adventure.”
I run down the steps and give him a great hug. Daisy and Jerry bring the suitcases back down to the driver, who helps store them in the trunk. Although we are departing nearly an hour earlier than I initially anticipated, all four of us slide into the back and begin to head off to Jenkins Preparatory Academy. 
The car begins to gear into motion, and I open my window and lean out to get one last glimpse of my house. I know it will not be the last time I see it. I’m not going away forever, but I feel as if when I return for the upcoming break, I will be back as a new person, certainly still damaged, but hopefully with a new piece of wholeness. 
We cruise past my house, and it seems as if the blue shutters are winking at me. The rose bushes that my mother had planted many summers ago, seem to be blowing kisses and wishing me off. 
The car turns off the street and there, to my surprise, I see Owen at the side of the road, waving. I wave eagerly back to him and ask the driver to pull over. Once he does, I jump out and entrap Owen in a monstrous hug. 
“What are you doing here?” I ask giddily once I pull back to look at his face. 
“We all wanted to wave you off,” he says, and extends his arm to the left which I follow with my eyesight to discover the entire street speckled with people. Not too far off next to him are Geoffrey and the rest of the Jackson family waving me off, and even farther past them are several faces that I recognize from different moments throughout my life.
I look back at Owen, stunted with a curious expression on my face. 
“You were almost the mayor of this town, Ruthless. We couldn’t just let you go without a proper goodbye.” 
Tears start to swell in my eyes, and I give him another hug. I pull back this time and Owen speaks again.
“Wait, I have something for you.” 
He starts to rummage around into the pockets of his slacks and after a few moments pulls out a small rock. 
He hands it to me, and I squint to try to see what is painted on it. 
“Oh, here you go,” Owen says, and hands me a tiny magnifying glass. 
I bring it up to my eye. There on the rock is the picture of my early campaign image as Rosie the Riveter. I notice the image is fully me without the similarities of Betsy Barlow. In small gold lettering it reads, ‘Ruthless can do it!’ I clutch it to my heart. 
“It’s beautiful, Owen. Truly the most amazing thing I have ever seen.” 
I give him one last hug that lasts a moment longer. 
“Goodbye, Owen. I don’t think I will ever be able to repay you for all you have done for me.” 
“Ruthless, you made my life simply an adventure. No thanks needed.”
I release him from our hug and turn away to get back into the car.
The driver pulls away from the curb and we continue to drive down the street. In the line of people waving me off I see dear Janis, Lesli’s secretary Angela Duncan, Randy, my teachers, a plethora of kids from my school, even Greg Westwood, my mother’s boss and all her coworkers, the mailman, oddly enough, the Russian party rental supply store owner, and every person I have ever known of or met in this town of Baton Rouge. It seems as if the crowd of people will never end, until it does, and I am overtaken with emotions. 
I continue to gaze out the window and look out at my town. Finally we pass my beloved Trellis Park. I yell for the driver to slow down. There is my tree, Grace Tree, standing stoically in the middle of it all. I wave one last time as a tear races down my cheek. The tree waves back and I know for certain it’s not just the wind.
 
The Tale of the Fairy’s Daughter
 
The daughter of the fairy experienced great pain. The death of her mother left her with a hole she didn’t think could ever be filled.
Instead of letting sorrow and regret consume her, she took heed of the message from her mother and started out to live up to her name.
The young girl set off from her home and traveled near and far. She met magical creatures that taught her more about her world and how to take it by storm. She slayed evil dragons, went on dangerous quests, and even became the ruler of vast lands.
She protected the sick and the poor, and ruled her domain in a way that was always fair. Her people adored her and spoke nothing but kind words of her character. 
The young girl lived a happy life, filled with the freedom her mother always dreamed of. Although she was kind and just, she never stopped being ruthless. And for that, her mother smiled down from above.
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