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OKAY, SO I GOTTA LOOK good for that party. A party, though? Huh, more like a business meeting inside my house. “It’s a mansion, sweetheart,” one of my maids told me one day, and I couldn’t help but agree with her. I was rich, but I wasn’t blind. I knew we were doing better in life than most people were.

One of the maids was combing my hair, and I was sitting on my very fancy chair in front of a mirror. I needed to look good for the party, even if I didn’t care much for it. There would be powerful people in it, and me being the heir of the governor of California, I needed to look the part.

I sighed and said, “I can’t even choose my own clothes and makeup.”

“It’s alright, though, isn’t it? The fewer things you have to do, the better.”

“It’s not like that. I wish to be more active. All I do all day is to study and look beautiful for men who don’t even care about me, at least not until I become a politician like most of them.”

Celia was the name of the maid who was combing my hair and making it look perfect for the occasion. She chuckled before saying, “If you ever lose all of this, if you ever become someone more like me, you will miss this life.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “No fucking way. Not only there is zero chance something like that will ever happen, but I also will never miss all of this. I’m just fed up with all the bullshit, rich thing this and rich thing that. I need a breath of fresh air.”

She stared at me through the mirror for a couple of seconds, surprised that I said those words. “Well, I’m just about done with your hair and then I will work on your makeup, so pretty soon you will have all the time you need to walk outside and breathe all the fresh air you need.”

I uncrossed my arms and drooped my shoulders. “You are right. I’m sorry I sounded aggressive. It wasn’t my intention. I just needed to say that being rich doesn’t mean I can be happy.”

“It’s still a lot better than being poor. You have no idea how much money can help one person.”

Some seconds of silence ensued once again. “We... pay you enough, right? If not, I can convince my mom to give you a salary raise.”

She parted her lips, but didn’t say anything for about five seconds, and then she spoke, “Y-yes, of course I’m paid more than enough. I love working here, and there is no company better than you, Ariel.”

Ariel. Ariel Rummel. The last name of my family was known throughout the state, and most people knew who my mother was. Being the governor of California was no easy task to handle, but she was a master politician. People said she could even be the president of the United States, and I was sure she would, one day, try to be it.

She had the charisma and the money to compete against any candidate. The only questions were: would she want to govern over California for her second period or try for the presidency as soon as her current period as governor was over?

Celia finished combing my hair and then started to work on my makeup. We talked about random things, like how the school was filled with students who thought too highly of themselves. Some even bullied me, and I could never stop them. It wasn’t really that bad. I kind of enjoyed all the attention...

But that was a silly thing to think about right now, and I was already thinking of reporting to the director of the school that those bullies needed to be expelled. I needed to do the right thing for once in my life.

Celia gave me a peck on my forehead and I then walked toward the main floor downstairs, where all the people were partying and making new deals. Hooray. I could almost not hold the urge to yawn right now.

I walked down the stairs, and most of the party attendees stopped what they were doing to stare at me. I liked being the center of attention, but these many eyes were far too many. I couldn’t help but feel my cheeks warming up.

I walked through them as fast as possible without losing my grace, and found my mother. Her name was Desdemona. Not the nicest of names, but her charisma more than made up for it. A huge banner was hung way above her head, and it had a photo of her and her name. She needed to make people know where they were and who was the boss here.

Even though I lived with her my whole life, I couldn’t help but feel out of place when I neared her and she turned her head to face me. We didn’t speak about things concerning my life. The maids were the ones who cared about the difficulties I had and the battles I was fighting.

She opened a wide smile and leaned forward to kiss me on both of my cheeks. “You look lovely, Ariel. Haven’t you already tried some of the delicacies that we are offering to my guests?”

“Not quite yet. I just came down here.”

“Then, don’t waste time,” she said before turning her attention back to who I assumed to be a businessman. He was probably one of the most powerful people in the state, and mom most likely wanted to be on his good side. Lobbying was such a lovely thing.

I talked with some of the attendees, trying to keep my composure, and smiling all the time. I knew my smiles were coming off as fake, but who cared? We were all fake people trying to backstab one another. That’s how it went with these parties for the rich.

I was bored to death when, all of a sudden, I heard heavy knocks on the main front door. I looked through the glass and my heart skipped a beat when I noticed the blinking red and blue lights.

The police? Here? What did they want?

A couple of guards rushed to the front door, and the whole party fell silent. It was so silent I could hear the beating of my heart, and that, in turn, made me feel more nervous than I already was when my eyes first noticed the blinking lights.

The guards talked to the police officer, who was a man that looked less than pleased to be here. Having finished talking with him, they rushed over to mom, and I was close enough to overhear them.

“Miss Rummel, he will talk to you only.”

My mom’s eyes widened, but she straightened up and said, “Okay, I will go talk to them and end whatever bullshit is happening here. I’m not allowing them to destroy this party.”

She strode toward the main door as if she didn’t have anything to worry about. If only she knew the bad feeling I had about what was happening, she would change her mind...

I didn’t dare to walk over to them, but when the officer suddenly handcuffed mom, I had no choice but to walk as fast as my legs could take me. What was going on? I felt dizzy and the world around me turned into a blur.

When I reached them, my mom’s eyes looked lost, and her face was pale.

“Mom, what happened? What is going on?”

“I don’t know, dear, but they are taking me to prison right now. I trust you can take care of our home for me, please?”

Her concern was genuine, but our home soon turned out to be the least of our problems...

✽✽✽

What really happened to cause such a turn of events, I didn’t know, but the next morning, we had already lost everything. Celia was now taking me to my new home. A forgotten little house in one of the favelas in River Valley. I still couldn’t believe what happened overnight.

Celia spoke, “Ariel, I know this is hard, but I will help you however I can. I can cook for you before and after you come back from your new school.”

I heard what she said, but her words went through one ear and left through the other. She nudged me slightly to get my attention, and I finally turned my head to look at her.

“Like I was saying, I will help you however I can, but you need to promise me you will be strong.”

“Celia, I don’t even know what my life will be like from now on.”

And I couldn’t even move to live with a family member of mine. Mom didn’t have good relations with them, and I didn’t like them at all. Plus, living under their roof would only make things worse. They would think my mom then owned them something, and their price tended to be steep more often than not.

“It will be fine. I’m sure of it. I studied at that school you will go to, and it’s a fine place. Not as... exciting as your previous school, but still a good place for a girl like you.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. I knew Celia was only trying to make me feel better. She was a good woman, but right now, I needed someone who wanted to pamper me less.

“I’m going to live by myself and I will be forced to leave the house alone when I will be at school. Do you see how shitty that is?”

“I know, but you should control your language. It’s not nice for someone like you to speak those words. You need to understand that Miss Rummel will be fine. I’m sure it’s nothing but a misunderstatement.”

I wished that was the case, but then she turned on the radio and a news presenter began to speak about my mom’s case, “Evidence appears to be very substantial. She just can’t buy off the legislative power which rules over the state of California. That is something we don’t see in this country, and we can’t allow it. We have to make an example of her case for any governor who might have the funny idea of doing the same thing she did. No matter how tough it might be to make the legislative power approve certain laws and projects, public money can’t be used for buying votes.”

He was right, but I didn’t think that mom ever did something like that. I would have to talk to her, and tomorrow, I would meet her. It was a good thing that school wouldn’t start until next week, and so I had more than enough time to get my bearings.

There was bright daylight when Celia approached the neighborhood where my new house was. So many houses covered the hill and, on the other side of the place, I could see the beach. It was almost like Rio, except that this was America.

How River Valley ended up having a favela was beyond me, and before now, I only saw it when flying above it in an airplane. The sight of it always gave me the shivers, and now it was like that feeling was multiplied ten times.

And I couldn’t wait until the corruption case was cleared and I could head back home. I already missed the AC, the expensive food, the dinner table so carefully prepared by the maids and Celia combing my hair...

I guessed she was right. I would miss those things. I just never thought it would happen so soon.

Most of the houses couldn’t even be considered houses in my point of view. Broken walls, walls that weren’t painted and never would be, roofs that just straight up felt like they would crumble at any moment, and a high chance of catastrophic landslides...

But I guessed that the people here were in luck, in the end. It never rained enough in this part of the state for landslides to be a problem.

We crossed some streets, drove through the ocean of run-down houses, and I saw some shady groups on the broken sidewalks. People smoking and consuming drugs. Probably weed and cocaine and that sort of not very nice stuff for the body of a human being.

I sighed and the rest of the drive was a silent one, much to my happiness. I didn’t feel like talking and I couldn’t wait to lock all the doors and windows so that nobody would have the chance to break into my new home, after getting there.

I didn’t think about this when choosing what to bring, but I brought the most expensive clothes and other things I had. A video-game console, my favorite makeup box, dresses and pants I loved to wear.

Some of the residents of this favela would be overjoyed to have those things for themselves, or steal them. At least tonight Celia said she would be with me, though there was only one bed and she said she wanted me to sleep on it.

I wasn’t an asshole and I wanted to provide her with a bed, but there was nothing I could do about that. Plus, she said it wouldn’t be much trouble for her. Celia also said she would take me tomorrow to see mom, so that was great.

It was almost as if nothing had changed, but then... I couldn’t hold my tears anymore and began to cry. Noticing what was happening, Celia handed me a napkin, which I used to dry off the tears and control myself.

“Thanks,” I said before handing the napkin back to her.

If it wasn’t for her, I didn’t know what my life would be like.

We reached the house, and it looked a little better than the ones that surrounded it. Of course, it was still so much worse than what I was accustomed to. Celia grabbed the luggage and headed to the door, and opened it, but I stood outside, just seeing what was around me.

This was not a place for someone like me at all, and I would be lucky if I came out of this place alive. I hoped nobody here knew me as well.

I stepped into the run-down house and could see all the rooms without having to walk much. There was the living room, the kitchen, one bedroom and one bathroom. The place was fully furnished, but the furniture itself was less than adequate.

I didn’t want to keep on making comparisons with what my life was like before, but it was impossible to contain my thoughts. Everything changed so fast that part of me was still trapped in the mansion.

I barely had enough money for this place, but I guessed I should be glad I didn’t have to sleep on the sidewalks like the homeless. Things can always get worse.

Celia showed me what she could of the place, and then made dinner for me. We didn’t unpack most of the things we brought, and we would have to get the rest of the things out of their boxes later.

Dinner was fine, but I was tired and took a shower before going to sleep. I soon found out that the showerhead was broken and kept on dripping throughout the whole night, after I toweled myself.

I couldn’t sleep at all, and in the coming morning, I didn’t hear the chirping of the birds like I was used to. We had a huge garden with trees in our home. This place, though, instead of the singing of the birds, had people shouting all the time on the streets, as if those were their true homes.

I felt trapped inside my home, and during the night I heard people murmuring outside my window, and I was so scared I almost called the police. This favela was also the home of random gunshots and cars revving up and stopping all day long.

Definitely not the place for someone like me, and if these people knew who I was, I was good as dead.

Breakfast was dead, or rather, I felt like I was dead. I ate everything, but only because I liked Celia and didn’t want to make her feel sad. Her cooking was still good, even if she didn’t have all the fancy kitchen furniture and the best ingredients.

But anyway, that was far from one of the most important things in my mind at the moment. Celia took me to the prison and just being out of the favela was a nice thing, even if the prison itself was not a good sight. I didn’t know how I would react to seeing mom in the orange clothes that they made criminals wear.

And she wasn’t a criminal. It didn’t matter what they found in the evidence, I wasn’t believing them. Nobody knew her better than I did, even if we didn’t talk much. I was still the closest family member she had.

Most of all, I wasn’t going to abandon her, so whenever possible, I was going to come here to visit her, regardless of the consequences. What consequences? People at school saying things about me going to prison more often than a person like me should.

I didn’t care about any possible consequences, and never would.

Celia waited in a room and I headed to another room where the prisoners talked to their family members or friends using a telephone. I sat in front of the glass which separated me from where mom would soon be sitting at, and waited.

Some minutes after, she showed up, but she didn’t look her radiant, normal self. She looked changed, and not one full day had transpired since they arrested her. I wanted to scream, but something kept my mouth sealed.

She sat down on the plastic chair, and then picked up the red phone. I picked up mine, and she said, “Ariel, I’m so glad you came.”

Her voice was weak, and I felt pity for her. “I’m sorry this has happened, mom. I want to do something to help you, but I don’t know what can be done.”

She sighed. “There is nothing you can do. Trust that my team of lawyers will be able to find out the truth and get me out of here. They confiscated most of my money, but I still have enough to pay the rent of the house you now live in and also their wages.”

“But you shouldn’t worry about me too much. I’m an adult now. I will finish last year of high school and I will find a job and we will have our normal lives back.”

She chuckled, showing to me her light was still within her. “I’m so glad you haven’t changed.”
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