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THE REVOLUTION WAS sponsored by Vici. The shoe titan began with a media buy the likes of which had never been seen in the history of advertising: buses, video pre-roll, billboards, magazine and TV ads. The message was inescapable. Everywhere people were, there was Vici. “Had enough? Take it outside.”


There was a list of times and places. Corazon, the mastermind behind this campaign, hadn’t chosen the usual protest spots. Forget the National Mall. She wasn’t interested in just putting on a show.


She wanted to shut it all down.


Her targets were the White House, the president’s hotel properties, his retail partners, government buildings. If she had her way, nobody would get in or out.


If anybody showed up, anyway. That wasn’t an easy bet. Early on, right after the president won his first election, there had been massive protests, glorious ones. But between riot police, the continued onslaught on democratic ideals, and the crushing weight of despair, those protests had gradually died down. Now that he’d “won” his second term (there were serious questions about uncounted and missing precincts in three pivotal states, along with proven interference from Russia, China, and Iran) maybe the people could find new reserves of determination to tap into. 


Only one way to find out. 


Corazon went four hours early to the New York event and waited outside the president’s flagship hotel. She held her breath, and she waited.


The first wave of protesters came on time, almost bashful. They were mostly older than Corazon had expected. Middle-aged people, soft in the belly, tired from working a long day. The street team handed them signs and coached them in chants.


The signs were beautiful, subtle: the Vici logo tripled to mimic the Iron Front’s three arrows of antifascism. 


There were a few hundred people, and then a few thousand. 


When the second wave of protesters came around 8 p.m., the agency’s street team passed out coffee, hot cocoa, and branded face masks. These were younger and hipper, more diverse, louder. They brought some of their own signs and they made up their own chants.


When the third wave came at midnight, the street team had run out of supplies, but by then the protest had taken on a life of its own. Streamers burst through the air. Fireworks popped. Colin Kaepernick came onto a makeshift stage to lead the crowd in a rousing rendition of the national anthem.


Somebody pulled down a stop sign; Corazon watched it float away like a crowd surfer. The giddy joy of togetherness made her feel drunk and powerful, like anything could happen. Like maybe this would work.


She didn’t go home that night.


Neither did anyone else.




Dawn came. Noon came. The protests continued in New York, and everywhere else, too. Clusters of people peeled away to eat, to sleep for a few hours, to change clothes. But the gravity of the event grew steadily, and more people arrived than left. 


By the time twenty-four hours had gone by, there wasn’t a single person in the world who hadn’t been exposed to Vici branding through the news coverage. And just about everyone had voluntarily engaged with either the branded content itself or with the earned media talking about it.


In Washington, D.C., protesters began to sing in front of the White House. The roar rattled the windows. The president went on a Twitter rampage from 2 a.m. to 6 a.m., complaining about the inconsiderate amount of noise being made, the ungrateful waste of public resources, how the protesters were nothing but a bunch of self-centered criminals and rapists.


His Florida residence was impossible for him to escape to, thanks to protesters crowding the airport runway. Likewise in New York, the throngs blocked access to his buildings by foot and car; he had nowhere to go. The protests went on the next night, and the next. 


Vici stock fell precipitously, and then, curiously, it began to rise.




The crowd took on the convivial tenor of a blackout or other minor disaster; people standing not-too-close together shared water and food, and left room for others to come and go for bathroom breaks. A protective cordon formed around a blind woman at the corner to keep her from being knocked around by careless strangers. The chants and songs continued until people grew hoarse.


According to social media, the same thing was happening elsewhere. At every one of the president’s properties, the streets were choked so hotel guests, residents and shoppers couldn’t get through. The affected businesses were brought to their knees and kept there. The protests grew so large that Corazon’s careful targeting became irrelevant. Whole cities were brought low. Businesses declared themselves closed because no employees had shown up.


The president signed an executive order that all gatherings of more than five people were sedition. The crowd took up chants about freedom of assembly. Somebody’s magnificent hand-painted bill of rights from a protest in Indiana got eighty thousand shares in two hours.


On the fourth day, the tanks rolled up to the edge of the crowd in New York, sleek and lethal. A young black man with a megaphone climbed up onto a turret to address the crowd. “You are ordered to disperse.” His voice bounced off the buildings and echoed away. “This assembly is in violation of federal law.”


Corazon’s social feed had turned into madness: there were helicopters and fighter jets circling. The photos were blurry, the messages short and frightened. It was the Army; the National Guard; it was private mercenaries.


Corazon pushed her way to the front and flashed her event badge to cross the police barrier.


She stood as tall as her five feet permitted, dressed head to toe in this year’s hottest Vici athleisure, and addressed the National Guard officer directly. No matter what happened here, this was a brilliant photo opp.


Scratch that: this wasn’t a photo opp. This was bigger; this was history. She tried to tune out the cameras leveled at her to focus on the moment at hand. On that young man with the megaphone, who looked just as frightened and alone as she had felt before she’d started to act. The name stitched to his jacket said WASHINGTON.


She recited the First Amendment, slow, loud and clear. By the time she got a few words in, the idea had spread until the whole crowd recited along with her, faces lit from below from the text pulled up on their phones. “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”


Young Mr. Washington with the megaphone looked shaken. “I’m afraid you’ll have to—”


“Did you swear to uphold the Constitution?” she asked him.


He lowered the megaphone. “Yes,” he said.


“Then it’s your job to protect us,” she said. “Are you gonna do it, or what?” Her phone was going insane in her pocket, buzzing like a kicked hive of wasps.


Washington raised the megaphone again and turned it on his company. “Stand down,” he told them. “Stand down. The people are speaking. They have a right to be here, and we swore an oath.”




In the end, one hundred million people participated in protests in the United States alone. They took place in every state in the union, in every city, in every township. Some were organized by Vici, but once emboldened, once they’d seen they were not alone in a willingness to fight, the public took matters into their own hands.


Three weeks, five days, and nineteen hours after Vici started the campaign, the president went on live television. He was sweating and gray-skinned; he looked like he hadn’t slept even a moment since the protests had begun. 


“I’ll get to the point,” he said. “I resign. It’s what you want so it’s what you get, right? You people don’t deserve me anyway. I’m the best president, the smartest president, but you aren’t good enough for me. You don’t deserve me anyway. I quit.”


Corazon’s heart surged. Finally he’d said something true and honest: the people didn’t deserve him. They deserved something much, much better.


As a parting shot he flipped the bird on a national broadcast. “Fuck Vici,” he said. “Bunch of assholes who sell ugly shoes made by toddlers in Singapore.”




When it was over, Corazon stumbled to her grandmother’s apartment. The adrenaline of a week was finally gone, leaving her more than halfway to hallucinating. Her grandmother guided her to the guest bedroom and helped her out of her jacket. She stroked Corazon’s hair gently in the cool and dark. “Sleep. You deserve it.”


“I will.” Corazon lay down, rested her head on her grandmother’s knee, and closed her eyes. Her voice grew faint and burred. “What happened after your Revolution, lola?” She meant People Power, the uprising in the Philippines that had toppled Ferdinand Marcos in 1985.


Her grandmother’s hand stilled. “It was ugly for a while. There were more protests, fights. People were kidnapped. But even that was better than it had been before. We were free.”


“But things got bad again, didn’t they? So you emigrated here?” Corazon was all but asleep now.


Her grandmother sighed and eased out from under her. “The fight is never really over, apó. You have to keep at it. The bad men never go away, they only wait until you let your guard down.”


Corazon was completely asleep by the time her grandmother clicked the bedroom door shut.




Vice President Silver was sworn in the next day with very little pomp. The national zeitgeist took on the spear of “never again.” There was even talk of a new constitutional convention, surprisingly from the right as much as from the left. It had been a good run, but now everyone understood that there were flaws in the American system.


Corazon woke up to find her personal email had exploded while she was occupied with making history. She’d already received offers to give case studies and presentations around the globe. She was invited to give a TED talk, invited to join think tanks she’d never even heard of.


There was also an email from Holiday, her mentor and boss. It was brisk and impersonal, but she knew better than to take that to heart. Upon review of her recent work, it said, the agency had decided that she should be entitled to as much vacation as she wanted right now. Oh, and Vici had asked for her, specifically, to be the new creative lead for their global strategy going forward.


They were going to sell so many shoes.
















Supreme Court: Limits on Political Contributions 

Violate First Amendment




WASHINGTON, D.C. — In a landmark decision, the Supreme Court ruled today in favor of Alamo-Anqing Import-Export Corp. (AAIEC), finally ending a fierce battle over money, politics, and freedom of expression.

In the recent presidential election cycle, AAIEC was slapped with $90,000 in penalties for illegal election contributions. In response, AAIEC sued the federal government for the right to contribute as much money as it chose to political committees and candidates as an extension of its First Amendment right to free speech. “AAIEC pays its taxes and deserves the rights that go along with fulfilling its responsibilities as a corporate citizen,” wrote the company’s in-house counsel, Lucia Powell.

The Supreme Court agreed with AAIEC in a 7-2 vote. Federal attorneys defending the case have warned that the ruling is “tantamount to legalizing bribery.” U.S. Attorney Lou Hanover said in argument, “What’s next, a corporation legally adopting a child? A corporation running for president? This legal fiction has gone too far, and our democracy is going to pay the price.”
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THE STARTING OFFER was much higher than Toby had expected. The number was definitely in the hundreds of billions-with-a-B. It had eleven zeroes in it. Toby counted them five times, just in case. There was a decimal point in there, to be sure, but it was in the usual place for a monetary transaction. And the important digits, the ones farthest to the left, were definitely not zeroes.


He dry-swallowed and wished he’d eaten a lighter breakfast. He hadn’t expected things to get this real so quickly. This was the golden parachute he was supposed to be aiming for from the moment he’d founded TradeUp. But now that someone was handing him that parachute and encouraging him to jump out of a plane…


He looked to his left, toward Willis, the company’s in-house counsel and his best friend, looking characteristically dapper in his close-tailored taupe suit. Goddammit, why was everyone but him wearing a suit? Why hadn’t he at least pulled out his good khakis, and not the same old poorly aging university sweats? Of all the days to look like he’d just stumbled out of his first dorm room.


Meanwhile, Willis’s eyes didn’t so much as flicker toward that ludicrously high number smoldering on the table. The man was made out of mink-colored titanium. 


“Let’s settle this all right now with a handshake and break out some bourbon to celebrate,” said the CitiChase Financial lawyer, a sallow Italian man with bags under his eyes roomy enough to store your winter wardrobe. John, his name was John. Joe? No, definitely John. 


Willis didn’t stare him down, exactly, but what he did was a close cousin. “Do you mind walking us through this one more time? This is all very sudden.” Sudden was putting it graciously. The board had called them into an emergency session only four hours ago, and now they were on the receiving end of an unexpected and ludicrously high offer to buy the company outright.


John folded his hands across his belly and smiled blandly. “It’s not brain surgery, kid. You’ll agree to transfer ownership over to us for all of your assets — including your patents and other IP — and the entire TradeUp operation, soup to nuts. You get a fat bundle of money for your innovation, and everyone goes home happy. We’ve already done our due diligence, so in one stroke of the pen we can clear up any future legal issues and be on our way.”


“Tell us a little more about what the transition would look like,” Willis said.


But Toby’s brain flagged “patents” and “future legal issues” for further attention. None of this was adding up — not the emergency board meeting, not the fact that all of the money guys were acting like everything had already been negotiated without his knowledge — and he couldn’t understand why nobody was saying that out loud. TradeUp was a solid business, and even though it hadn’t started generating a profit per se, he believed it had a bright future. But it wasn’t remotely worth the figure CitiChase was offering, and he knew it.


CitiChase didn’t hire idiots. They must know it, too.


And what patents would CitiChase care about? TradeUp had fistfuls of them filed almost as an afterthought at the urging of their investors, but none of them seemed relevant to a major banking operation off the top of Toby’s head. As for that “future legal issues,” was that some kind of threat? Was the lawyer saying they’d sue if Toby didn’t sign everything over?


Then he realized Al Portofino had been talking for some time in his droning basso, the sort of sound that lulls you to sleep on a long train ride. But that was the only soothing thing about the man. 


Portofino was TradeUp’s biggest investor and the sharkiest of the sharks, in it to make a buck or let someone else die trying. As Portofino’s monologue unspooled, Toby worked his way through a labyrinth of euphemisms and discovered that this time the “someone else” turned out to be Toby himself.


“You’re going to fire me?” he asked. His voice cracked like ice from the weight of his incredulity.


“Fired? No, no, nothing like that. You’ll be walking away a very wealthy man,” said the CitiChase lawyer. John. Jim? No, John. “You can do anything you want to with that kind of money. Start a new company. Retire to a private island. Take up building spaceships, like Elon.”


Portofino cleared his throat, and a smug expression settled over his face like a fog settling over the Bay, opaque and omnipresent. "You can’t stay on board as CEO. We need someone with more business acumen to take over so shareholders can see TradeUp realize its full potential.” Portofino winked. "You're a brilliant technologist, Toby, but you don't have a head for making money, and you've been letting opportunities slide through your fingers left and right."


Toby’s hands clenched into fists on the table. "I'm not doing any shitty dark-web design patterns that trick people into giving us money they didn't mean to," he said. "The way to a sustainable business is to give people value for their money. So that's what TradeUp does."


"Tell that to Enron,” Portofino said, and the rest of the room laughed, uproariously. There were twelve of them, like a jury, counting together the investors and the delegation from CitiChase. Two white women, one Asian man, nine white dudes in their mid-50s and up.


Assholes. Capitalist assholes, every one. Except Willis.


The jab about Toby “not having a head for making money” was a reference to the thing Portofino was really angry about, and had been angry about for months — the deal with RocketHelp that Toby had pulled out of. 


TradeUp was started to create a neighbor-to-neighbor barter economy that enabled someone with five extra pounds of zucchini to find someone with a couple of homemade soaps they'd like to trade, or let the whole block share a lawnmower instead of everyone buying their own. TradeUp's strength was in making that kind of sharing seem quirky and upscale. The list of rules and regulations in place (no drugs or other illegal contraband, no sex services, and never, ever any trades for cash) fostered a feeling of wholesome community, and the $120-a-year membership fee kept TradeUp afloat. They’d really taken off during the pandemic in 2020 and 2021 when mutual-aid became the only viable way for communities to keep themselves fed, healthy, and entertained, not to mention the toilet paper.


RocketHelp, on the other hand, was one of the sketchy gig economy companies that had sprung up from the Bay Area like noxious mushrooms in the last ten years. They made ad-hoc employment and payments simple, and ran a good, glossy marketing campaign about allowing babysitters, independent hairdressers and tutors to more reliably schedule their time and get paid the money they were owed. 


It sounded like a good match on paper. RocketHelp had wanted to create an integrated system with TradeUp so that people could trade goods for one-off services — dinner for picking up dry cleaning, say, or doing someone's filing for a vintage coat. 


But Toby had taken a close look under the hood and found deep in the other company’s internals that RocketHelp was making so much money because the labor it relied upon, the people it relied upon, were making about a quarter of minimum wage, on average. And if they were being paid in zucchinis and homemade soaps instead of cash, he didn't see how they’d be able to live, or how he'd be able to live with himself. 


He’d been broke as a joke as a kid, for the few years before his mom got remarried, and he vividly remembered wearing pre-worn-out sneakers from his brother, reading by streetlight when the power had been cut, shuffling his few paltry boxes of possessions from one shitty, mildewed apartment to the next. He wasn't going to contribute to some other kid's ordeal by making a cleaner, simpler way for their family to get fucked over, slowly, hour by hour and day after day. He wouldn’t be able to look himself in the mirror.


So he'd scuttled the deal with RocketHelp. And now the investors were cashing out and scuttling him in return. He should’ve known better than to let those finance vultures get a claim on him in the first place. 


If he ever made a board of directors again, he was going to make absolutely sure they were in it because they believed in how he wanted to change the world, not because they believed he could make them rich. Richer.


But that didn’t answer the bigger question Toby had — the mystery of why they’d offered so much money.


One of the numerous mid-50s white men turned to Al. “Look, you said this was going to be a cakewalk. Are we going to have to fight you for TradeMint or what?”


And then, finally, Toby understood what this was about: why the enormous sum, why the pressure to agree on such short notice. They weren’t interested in TradeUp at all. They were interested in something else he’d made, and then mostly abandoned.


Early on in TradeUp’s history, he’d developed TradeMints: a way to assign point values to various transactions, people, and objects. This shell game was meant to level out perceived inequalities in how some kinds of trades happened — when Priya was being taken advantage of because Lucas put more miles on their shared car than her, but they’d agreed to split maintenance and gas equally, for example.


But two funny things had happened along the way. One, they discovered that putting a number value on a transaction changed TradeUp for the worse. Before, people had often put up extra baked goods and baby clothes for free to any takers; after, the practice stopped cold. They started to lose the community-building engine they’d hoped to spread across the world.


Eventually the team decided to pull Mints from the core TradeUp service to save their more generous culture. They’d left the blockchain-based cryptocurrency operational as a courtesy to the users who owned Mints and assigned a team to maintain it, but he hadn’t much paid attention to it beyond that. Running a business is hard work just keeping track of the things that are burning down right now; if something isn’t burning, it doesn’t need your attention.


And now CitiChase Financial wanted TradeMint.


Because the second funny thing that happened was this: While nobody was paying much attention, TradeMint had become widely used as a payment option on other sites, thanks to a bit of clever coding Toby and his team had done that hit the miraculous combination of secure, fast, and reliable. 


No, that was wrong. Clearly Portofino had been paying close attention, and working every angle he could as a result. Toby suddenly remembered how Portofino had been having “deep dive” meetings with the Mints staffers the last few months, “trying to see if a spinoff would make sense.” 


Willis was still valiantly trying to extract a little more information. “Even aside from Toby, what happens to the rest of the company if we sell to you?” Willis asked. “Do they keep their jobs? We have a lot of employees we feel responsible for. They’re like family.”


It was completely true. They’d been together through prototypes, seed funding, and any number of PR hiccups. (Not least the ones that had been pivotal in shaping their No Sex Or Drugs policy.) Long days in close quarters, fires both figurative and literal, and a common vision for bettering the world all added up to the kind of devotion a Labrador has for its family. It went both ways.


Focus, Toby. Focus.


“We’re all getting a big check, for fuck’s sake,” Portofino said. “Give them as much severance as you think they deserve.”


Yeah, no. Toby spoke abruptly. “We want to make a counteroffer.”


Willis turned to him, eyebrows raised.


“Toby, shut the hell up and let the grown-ups handle this,” Portofino snapped. “It’s done! We just need your signature.”


The CitiChase contingent all shifted uncomfortably and met one another’s eyes, searching for reassurance that this deal wasn’t as shady as it suddenly seemed to be, and wasn’t on the verge of falling apart. Nobody likes to be cast as the bad guy.


This was going to take some brass gonads. “I like my job,” Toby said, resolute. “And I like my company.”


“If you pass up this deal, the board’s going to vote your ass out of that job either way,” Portofino said. He glowered.


“What’s the counteroffer?” the CitiChase lawyer interrupted.


“I don’t think you’ll mind much, John,” said Toby.


“James,” Willis corrected him. Dammit.


“—James. Sorry. Sorry. You only want TradeMint and the cryptocurrency operation, right? You’re not actually interested in TradeUp at all.”


The CitiChase lawyer leaned forward and pointedly didn’t meet Portofino’s eyes. “You’re not wrong,” he said. “We’re primarily interested in acquiring TradeMint and ownership of that technology, and the valuation reflects that more than anything else.”


Toby cleared his throat and clasped his hands together on the conference table in front of him. He still felt like a schoolboy pretending at being a grownup, but what was it they said? Fake it ’til you make it? He’d just have to fake confidence, like he had during the funding rounds. They couldn’t do any of this without his permission, he reminded himself. “We’ll hand all of that over to you, fine, you can have everything we want. But you have to promise to spin off TradeUp itself, so it keeps going.”


Portofino exploded into sputtering incredulity, but James held up a hand. “We thought about that,” he said. “Ran some numbers already. It won’t be as much money—” Portofino’s protests grew in volume as James scribbled something on a notepad “—but I have to be honest, we don’t really want your bartering company anyway. There’s no money in it, kid.” He slid the pad across the table toward Toby. The numbers were different. But there were just as many digits in it as before.


“I’m not after money,” Toby said. “I want to change the world.”


“Why not both?” murmured one of the women from CitiChase.


John — no, James! — gave an avuncular smile to Toby. “I respect that,” he said. “But I doubt your investors feel the same way.”


“We do not,” Portofino said, having finally regained his faculties for speech.


Toby counted the digits on the notepad a second time, and a third.


It was still a really big number. Hundreds of billions-with-a-B.


“I think we can settle for this much,” he said. “Don’t worry, Al, you’re still making out like a bandit on your investment.” But he didn’t get to screw over Toby the way he’d meant to, which had probably been half the point.


“The paperwork will take a lot longer, since we’ll have to untangle Mints and TradeUp,” warned James. “But it looks like we have a deal?”


“Yeah,” Toby said. He reached across the table and shook James’ hand. “It’s a deal.”







Once the meeting ended, Toby and Willis spent the better part of the afternoon at a bar with a view of the bay, drinking overpriced cocktails with ingredients that just might have been entirely fictional.


They’d been there for only forty-five minutes when Toby got the text saying the board wanted him to take an extended leave of absence from the executive team. They couldn’t fire him outright without unanimous consent, so someone was still on his side; but this was worse than he’d expected. 


The implications settled into Toby’s skin like shrink wrap tightening all around him. He thought he might suffocate. “What do I do now?” he asked Willis. “If I’m not working on TradeUp, what will I do all day?”


“We’re going to have so much money. A ridiculous amount of money. I’m sure you can find something.” Willis raised a toast.


“Do I give it all to charity? Take a vow of silence and set up shop on a mountaintop giving advice?”


“You can’t give advice if you’ve taken a vow of silence,” Willis pointed out. “You could just do rich dude things for a while.”


“Like what?”


“We’ve all been working too hard, and especially you,” Willis said. “Once the ink is dry and the check is cleared, what you should do is take some time off to spend some of that money. Take a trip around the world, or learn to paint or some shit. Build model rockets. Or real rockets!”


“I’m not Elon Musk.”


“No, but you could be.” Willis stretched his arms over his head. “You knew Portofino had it in for you. Don’t know what took him so long.”


“I know.” Toby stabbed at an olive more viciously than the olive deserved. “Don’t think I don’t know. You think he can get them to go along with firing me outright?”


“Nah. I bet it’ll blow over. It would be a PR nightmare to fire you in the middle of this deal, and he hates looking bad a lot more than he hates you.”


“I wish we’d never taken the funding from him,” Toby said. “I can’t just let go of TradeUp, Willis. I built it from nothing. How do you let something like that go?”


Willis clapped him on the back in an effort to be reassuring. “Don’t borrow trouble. Stop thinking about that crusty asshole and your work and think about how you just won the effing lottery! Every door is open now, so you may as well walk through a few of them. Buy a ridiculous yacht with another yacht inside it! Take up mountain climbing. Something.”


“You’re getting a big check, too,” Toby said. “You could retire and play golf all day. In Dubai or Singapore or wherever.”


Willis grinned. “Yeah, but it’s always been more fun to spend your money.”


The golden light faded into evening. They ordered another round of drinks, and another. Willis suggested dozens of directions they could go next — start a sloth farm, buy a vineyard, build an oceanview home including a life-size reproduction of the bridge of the Enterprise. Toby batted them all down. 


At last, “Look into your heart,” Willis said. “What do you want to do now?”


“All I ever wanted to do,” Toby said mournfully, “is make the world suck a little less.”


“You did that, man. You did. TradeUp is real.” Willis raised his glass.


“I tried. But it’s not enough. The problem is just too big.” Toby blinked at his friend, but Willis stubbornly wouldn’t come into sharp focus. “Aren’t you going to ask me what the problem is?”


Willis rolled his eyes. “Sure, buddy. What’s the problem?”


“The problem,” Toby said at last, “is people with money screw things up for people who don’t have money. Like Portofino. So even if I try to fix things, now that I have all this money, I’m just going to fuck it all up. Being a billionaire is, is, it’s immoral. It shouldn’t be possible.” He was more than a little drunk, and he swept his arm wide across the horizon like he was clearing away the whole world to make room for his new idea. 


Willis nodded amiably and stirred the ice cubes left in his gin and iced tea with pommelo essence. “Yeah, man, but what are you gonna do?”


“You gotta fight fire with fire,” Toby pronounced. “They’ve spent a lot of time trying to make sure money works for the one percenters. Maybe I can… take the system down…. from the inside.” He blinked at his empty tumbler and tried to flag the waiter down for another round. “But how?”


Willis waved her off before Toby could convey his order. “You’ve had enough,” he said. “Let’s get you home.” He tapped his key fob to summon the car, then swung his bag over his shoulder and helped Toby to his feet.


“America is a beautiful dream,” Toby said. The car pulled up to the curb, humming patiently. Toby sank into a few bars of "America the Beautiful" as he meandered toward it. “Equality, right? We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal… but some of us have always been more equal than others. We’ve never once been as good as we thought we were.”


“I know, bud,” Willis said. “You don’t have to tell me.” He eased Toby into the passenger seat, then walked around the car to take the driver’s side (though he wasn’t driving, either, not with his blood alcohol). The car was smooth and silent as it eased itself into traffic.


“I’m going to fix it, Willis,” Toby said. “I’m going to take all that damn money and make everything right for everybody.”


Willis snorted. “You had a lot more than I thought you did if you think that’s a one-man job,” he said. “You’re gonna be real sorry in the morning, aren’t you?”


“Willis, Willis, WILLIS.”


“Calm your tits and try to sober up,” Willis said. “Maybe we should stop for some coffee before I drop you off.”


“No, no, no, Willis, I got it. I got it.” 


“Fine, I’ll play along. What you got, fam?”


“I’m going to start the revolution, for real. You heard it here first.” He paused. "Willis."


"What is it now?"


"Willis, I think I'm going to puke."


Willis told the car to pull over and unlocked the doors. "Then get out of the car, son. If you're gonna puke, puke into a storm drain. Doesn’t matter how rich you are, it’s still gonna stink.”










WINTER 2022
















Silver Won’t Stay for Seconds




WASHINGTON, D.C. — President Silver has announced that he will not pursue a second term in office. He cited a number of personal reasons, but sources close to the White House reveal that the main issue is Silver’s declining health, which has been an ongoing issue since his incomplete recovery from Covid-19 two years ago.

“He’s having trouble keeping up with the demanding schedule the job requires,” the source said. “Right now he’s keeping it together with oxygen, caffeine naps and B-12 injections, but if he can only really concentrate for an hour or two a day, he’s not doing anyone any favors. Not even himself.”

The announcement took party leaders by surprise, and there is no clear replacement for his spot on the Republican ballot. “This couldn’t have come at a worse time,” said RNC chairman Logan Cooper. “This primary is going to be a [expletive] mess.”
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CORAZON NEVER EXPECTED that her life after leading a corporate-backed populist uprising and toppling a presidency would be… empty. It certainly didn’t seem empty if one judged by her calendar; the landmark success of her Vici campaign was followed by enormous amounts of public attention and acclaim, shelves of awards and invitations, juicy offers for work of kinds she hadn’t even imagined doing before. For months, even a few years, her cup had runneth over.


Corazon had done the morning shows, she had written a book, she had joined the conference circuit. This is where the emptiness began to creep in, fingertip by fingertip. By the fifteenth time Corazon had given the same talk to a room packed with a few hundred strangers, it was as choreographed as a dance, down to each breath and facial expression. She knew at every point how long she would pause thoughtfully, and exactly when she would give the crowd a searching look, as if she expected one of them to have the answer to a rhetorical question she’d posed.


She’d lost count of how many times she’d said those exact words by now. Somewhere along the way, the thoughts that had once meant the world to her had become meaningless. Or worse: they had become delusions. Corporations are made of people like you. You can make a difference anywhere. Had she ever believed that? Because she wasn’t sure she believed it anymore.


In particular, was she making any difference here, in San Francisco, addressing a crowd made up of the technorati and their hangers-on? It was difficult to persuade herself that the answer might be yes.


Especially because, during the time for questions after she’d delivered her talk, now as always the audience was mainly just interested in her — and as an object of gossip, not an avatar of history. There was little to no engagement with her message.


She clicked to her final slide, a jubilant crowd with hands and faces uplifted. “All of the best and worst things in history,” she said, “were achieved by people working together for a common goal. What are you working toward?”


She let the question hang there, heavy, and then gave a short bow to let the audience know she’d finished speaking.


The lights came up in the room. Applause. Rapt adoration. Yawn. She waited for it to die down before moving on.


“We have time for a few questions,” Corazon said, in as encouraging a voice as she could muster. The first question was always the most difficult; if nobody asked, or if there was too much hesitation, then nobody would ask anything at all. “Any takers?” 


A few hands shot up. A good sign. She nodded to a deeply tanned young man with the barest hint of scruff, like a Movember aspirant who wouldn’t make the cut. Today, this first questioner got right to the point. He took the microphone from one of the event workers and held it too close to his mouth. “You took down a president all by yourself,” he said, even though she had just spent forty minutes describing how she had in no way acted alone. “Why didn’t you go into politics after that? Or are you afraid lightning can’t strike twice?”


Well, they always asked about that eventually, and it was better to get it over with quickly. And not with a quip about how Vici had paid her better than public service; it came off as too mean-spirited. 


Even though Corazon had the answer down pat, like muscle memory, she paused thoughtfully here to make him feel special, like he’d given her something new to think about.


“Honestly, I feel like I need to correct the record a little bit. The truth is,” she said, with an apologetic tilt to her head, “I didn’t take down a president. The people did.” She smiled here at the titter that swept the audience, like it always did. Then she held up a hand. “I’m a marketer, not a politician. So I deal in emotion, not policy. Sometimes those things intersect, but we’re all better off when we engage with politics on an intellectual level, not an emotional one.”


She lowered her voice to a hush, here, to make the audience feel like she was confiding in them. “But it’s true that emotion is in politics, whether we like it or not. All I did was provide a circuit for the feeling that was already there. Anyone could have done it. I’m completely confident that if someone raised a lightning rod high enough, it could happen again. It just probably won’t be me doing it next time.”


The crowd murmured among themselves, and at least a half-dozen sets of thumbs in the first two rows started tapping out her pithy truth to their friends and followers. This event didn’t even have a hashtag, so if they didn’t think to tag her directly, she wouldn’t be able to check up on what they were saying later. Pity; she liked the feedback, so she could know what to improve on her next iteration.


Another young man raised his hand, this one earnest and well-scrubbed. His sandy hair was unkempt but not unstylishly so, and he wore a faded video game t-shirt under a brown corduroy blazer with suede elbow patches. Why was it always the young men who were eager to speak up? Ah, but she knew why. She called on him anyway. 


“Hey, my name is Toby, and I’m a, um, an activist. There are a lot of things in the world that need fixing, and you’ve led companies in their efforts to address poverty, clean energy, civil rights… But if you had all the money and time you needed,” he said, “what one cause do you think is ripe for the biggest impact?”


The question was so unexpected that Corazon gave an honest, unvarnished answer before she could help herself. “Alamo-Anqing,” she said. “We’ve created a regulatory environment where free political speech and money have been conflated as one and the same, and the result is billions of dollars funneling through legal entities that exist solely to manipulate public opinion for profit. Everything else, every other cause, even democracy itself relies on being able to have a free and honest discourse.” She hesitated, wondering if that made her look like a hypocrite, or if it even mattered whether she looked like a hypocrite. Too late now. “I’ve been using that tool for good,” she continued. “But I have to be honest, I wouldn’t be sorry if it were taken away from me.”


“How would you do it?” he asked, rapt.


She laughed. “Are you asking for free consulting work? I don’t know, maybe I’d find a way to make the absurdity of it inescapable — run a corporation for president, something dramatic like that. Why, are you looking for a way to spend a couple hundred million dollars?”


The young man looked thunderstruck. “Maybe,” he said.


“Let me know how it goes,” Corazon said. “Next question?”




The hardest part of Corazon’s night always came after the talk, after the random questions were over, at the cocktail reception afterward when people lined up to shake her hand and ask her to sign a book or beg her for a business card — more as a souvenir that they’d met her than with any true intent at making contact. She’d given out hundreds of business cards in the last few years — thousands! — and only maybe a few dozen had ever actually emailed. And of course not all of those conversations had led to meaningful work or ongoing relationships.


That was fine. The ones who couldn’t overcome that basic barrier to communication wouldn’t have made the best clients, anyway.


But what was less fine were the shining eyes and air of deference from these card-seekers. They used the same rotation of words every time, and in her dark moments she wondered if they weren’t all derived from some Markov-chain-using intelligence. So inspirational. Such an honor. In the presence of history. Can’t believe.


She kept up her smile through all of these — the gentle smile, the one for people who felt she outranked them. Her body nodded and laughed at the appropriate place in the conversation, mirroring the emotional dynamic of the person she was speaking to, without much need for her to actively listen to what they were saying.


And then she realized that the young woman in front of her was staring intently, waiting for an actual response. Her eyes were bright and dark like a bird’s, and her name was Berry.


Corazon shook her head. “I’m so sorry, can you say that again?”


“What are you working on now?” The young woman leaned forward, fire in her belly, as if she expected Corazon to say she was raising an army to start a series of crusades.


Corazon felt her smile thin, but she hoped it could pass as tired, and not rude. “Well, I’ve started a new agency of my own to—”


“No, I mean… what are you doing? What… what cause, or…” Berry trailed off. “You haven’t given up, have you?”


“Given up on what?”


“Changing the world. Making everything better.”


“No,” Corazon said, covering her surprise smoothly. “No, of course not. But I’m taking it one step at a time. Changing the world is slow work.”


“Can we talk about it a little more in the next few days?” Berry asked. She handed a cheap business card to Corazon. “I’m a journalist and I’d love to do an interview.”


“Of course,” Corazon said, though she felt uncomfortably like she’d been outfoxed in a game she hadn’t known she was playing. It wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed.







Afterward, alone in her hotel room with her mirror and her darkest thoughts, only then could Corazon admit the full truth to herself.


She’d felt the power of pulling the levers that moved the world, and she’d liked it. She craved it. She closed her eyes and the memories came flooding back: the “events” that she’d put on in the name of Vici. The protests that never stopped, the glory of speaking truth with the voices of a thousand thousand people. The exhilaration of knowing that something important was happening, and that she was making it happen. 


She could see the soldier in the tank, his hands trembling. She could see herself facing him down and reciting the words of America’s Founding Fathers.


In this memory she was in the third person, her own recollection of the event written over by the hundreds of photographs she’d seen of that moment. The follow-up to that memory was a montage of news coverage, headlines flipping past one another: the president resigning, and all that came after.


But the truth was exactly as she’d told her first questioner that evening. She hadn’t shaped history at all. She’d only served as a conduit for something that was already there.


Still, she was hungry to do it again. In these quiet spaces, in hotels and elevators, on interminable flights and cab rides, her constant companion was a terrible hopelessness. She was young, in the prime of her craft and her career, and it might be that her best and most important work was already well behind her.


She didn’t want to live the rest of her life — the next forty or fifty years — as a coda to her footnote in history. She also didn’t want to make her money speaking to activist groups, “inspiring” them without ever actually doing the real work herself.


But… what choice did she have? Lightning really didn’t strike twice. And to pull the levers of history, you had to be in the right place at the right time. How could you even know where that would be?
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BERRY DIDN’T THINK she had an avoidant personality, but even she had to admit that there were some things she avoided. Chief among them was the email folder where all of her financial stuff went automatically, helpfully labeled “Deal Later.” That’s where her phone bill was filtered off to sight unseen, along with her credit card statements, her student loan statements, and once in a great, great while, a Paypal deposit or other notification that money had come into her accounts rather than the other way around.


She hadn’t yet figured out a way to send her roommates' rent and utility bill demands into that folder without also losing advance notice when they were planning activities for her to avoid being home for.


On second thought, maybe she had an avoidant personality after all.


She looked inside this money-focused folder as little as possible, perhaps once every five to six weeks, on the general theory that if she didn’t know for sure that she was eight hundred dollars in the red, then she couldn’t stress out about it. In theory, she might already have a payment notification waiting from one of her many side gigs that more than covered her ongoing expenses. Best to look at the world through rose-tinted glasses.


To cope with the overwhelming uncertainty of her finances, Berry also engaged in selective frugality. She had a Starbucks habit to the tune of $80 a week, and made up for that by skimping on other luxuries like haircuts, underwear without holes in it, and solid food.


This was doing fiscal responsibility exactly right, as far as Berry was concerned, though she was keenly aware that all advice was to the contrary. Berry had looked at dozens upon dozens of financial planning sites over the last couple of years, and the one thing they all agreed on was that you should never, never go to Starbucks. But Berry was already skipping breakfast and lunch, and she figured those few hundred calories of hot sugar and caffeine were the only thing she had going for her right now. Anyway, she was skeptical of the advice most of them gave, because almost none of them ever offered genuinely actionable ideas (like, say, “stop eating lunch”), and basically all of them told her the thing she should really be doing was somehow coming up with more money.


Berry was aware she needed more money. Acutely so. This was why she’d visited those sites in the first place. She had trouble dreaming up the person who would be visiting such a site for advice who did not, somehow, realize that the solution for their troubles was simply obtaining more money, as if it were that easy.


But even Berry, who on third thought was not avoidant as a general rule (only regarding her bank account and her roommates and her nutritional habits) could not avoid looking into “Deal Later” forever. 


After she saw Corazon speak, she investigated its grim contents because she needed to send rent money to her aggressively reliable French-Canadian roommates, and she had the unpleasant, creeping sensation that she wasn’t going to be good for it. 


She was right.


Only one thing to do, then. After work, Berry stayed out of the apartment later than she strictly wanted to, hoping against hope that if she timed it exactly right, she’d be able to sneak into her room and bar the door in that brief, magical interlude between Isabella and Raoul going out for the night, and one or both of them coming back with some pretty young thing in faux feathers and sequins wanting to play board games, or sing karaoke, or some other wholesome group activity.


Jesus Christ, why couldn’t they just have sex in the living room. At least then they’d understand when she didn’t want to participate.


Unfortunately, tonight Berry timed it wrong. Or maybe Isabella and Raoul had decided to stay in until she got home, no matter how long that took, though Raoul’s shiny latex short-shorts hadn’t been designed for sitting around at home. Or sitting at all, come to think of it.


“Oh, hey guys.” Berry waved at them and kicked her shoes off as fast as she could. “Going out? Have a great time! But I’m beat, so—” She shrugged, as expressively as she could, though she never felt that she measured up to the exquisite French-Canadian expressions of subtle emotion deployed by her roommates.


Isabella and Raoul exchanged a look charged with impenetrable meaning, and then a few rapid-fire sentences in French that were no less impenetrable to Berry, four years of French in high school or not. Raoul lifted his chin a little higher. The LED in his ear cuff flashed red. 


“The thing is,” Isabella said, apologetic, “we were wondering when you could give us the money for the rent.” She shook her head, and the beads in her hair clicked softly together. “Of course we do not mean to pressure you,” she said. “The landlord, he is angry, and…” She shrugged. It was a masterwork of communication.


Berry’s heart pounded, her skin flushed, and in general she felt like she might be having a panic attack, except not really, and she shouldn’t call it that even in her head because it was dismissive of people who got the real kinds of panic attacks where you go to the ER because you think you’re having a heart attack, which Berry categorically knew was not happening. She wondered, fleetingly, what would happen if she gave Isabella a rent check right now. The old-fashioned paper kind that took a while to bounce.


She thought of the other paper check, the taped-together one for a ridiculous sum of money that she kept in her wallet. She could finally try to deposit it. Probably she wouldn’t get arrested just because it was old and taped together. But probably nobody would take it, anyway, and she was pretty sure checks expired after a while, and she’d had that one for years already.


Instead, she grasped Isabella’s surprisingly muscular upper arms in her hands and kissed her on both cheeks in the way of the French, or at least the French-Canadian. “I have such amazing great news!” Berry beamed. “I went to the Commerce for a Cause meeting last night and I should have an interview with Corazon this weekend, and I’m even about to write a whole feature on her, so I’ll definitely be able to get you the money on Tuesday.”


It wasn’t lying. She wasn’t a liar. She was going to start work on the feature right away, even if the interview didn’t come through. No editor had exactly promised to buy it yet, but didn’t they say you have to believe in yourself before anyone else could believe in you? She was just being confident. Leaning in. 


Raoul ran his fingers over his ear cuff, and the flashing LED shifted to purple. Isabella hesitated and pulled back from Berry’s reach. “I see,” she said uncertainly, and looked to Raoul for support.


“Listen, when the check comes through I’ll take you both out to drinks for putting up with me,” Berry said magnanimously. “And I’m buying.”


Isabella and Raoul both… wilted, as if they knew perfectly well that none of this was objectively and robustly true, but this was as far as they knew how to pursue this particular conversation. “D’accord,” Raoul said, dispirited.


“Do you want to come out with us?” Isabella asked. “We’re going out to dance for a few hours, and then Tristan got Mario Party running on his projector, so—”


“I would love to,” Berry said, and this time she knew she was lying and didn’t feel bad about it. “But I really, really, really need to start on this feature if I’m going to get you the rent money on time.”


She slung her bag over her shoulder and beat a hasty retreat for her postage stamp of a bedroom. She leaned against the door after closing it, willing her heart to slow down, her ears to stop humming. She felt like she’d crossed a flooded river by prancing from one crocodile snout to another.


She hated them for asking. She hated herself for not having paid them yet. She hated that she couldn’t just transfer the money. She hated the entire institution of money while she was at it.


She curled up with her creaky laptop. This much was true: She’d spoken to Corazon Matapang tonight, the Corazon who’d toppled a president, and by god she was going to make some money off it.







The miracle came late, but it happened. By Tuesday Berry really was able to make rent, practically on time, even, through an amalgamation of methods that included her feature on Corazon, who had come through with a fifteen-minute phone interview; five hours in a mechanical Turk correcting grammar, probably for some AI that was going to render her obsolete within four years; and some grueling but moderately lucrative SEO work that would only ever be read by robots, made endurable by viewing it as a video game in which she racked up high scores if the keywords she was embedding averaged 50% of every sentence or higher. (“These fine kitchen cabinets are made of 100% oak. Fine oak kitchen cabinets are the hottest trend in kitchens, because oak cabinets are so versatile.”)


In gratitude for Berry’s success in meeting her minimal obligations to them as a roommate and human being, the French-Canadians invited her out with them again, and god help her, Berry didn’t think she could say no. It would seem unfriendly, given the extreme patience they had already shown her. And she wasn’t any more likely to make rent on time next month than this month or the one before or the one before that, so she figured she needed to bulk up the ol’ social capital and play friendly while she could.


The place they chose to go out to was a bike shop with a courtyard out back, which was having an open house with drinks and a DJ for some reason. And someone doing reiki in a corner draped off by floral sheets. And a little booth doing face paint and balloon animals, like at a children’s party, because the crowd that Isabella and Raoul ran with was big on whimsy. Someone out back had a little hibachi going and was handing out grilled bacon-wrapped dates.


Off the top of her head, Berry figured they must be violating half a dozen zoning and liquor license ordinances, but she wasn’t exactly in a position to complain about it.


At every party, there is always one person you don’t want to speak to. At least one. In Berry’s experience, it was probably all of the people, but she was here to make nice so her roommates would hate her less the next time she was late with her rent, which was going to be in another 28 days. Wait, no, 26. And in all honesty, she probably needed some positive social contact with other human beings in the interests of something-something mental health. So she put on her best approximation of a friendly face and mingled. Which is to say, she allowed herself to be jostled in the direction of a conversation in progress without trying to wriggle free for a drink.


Eh, the drinks were probably twenty bucks a pop anyway, and the math worked itself out in the back of her brain like breathing that she could have at least three coffees for that kind of money, or as many as four luxurious, high-cal meals at a fast food joint, for the days that she couldn’t stand to look at another bowl of 20-cent ramen.


The crowd thrust her into a group of cocktail-flushed, animated partygoers, each gripping their drink in two hands and leaning close so they could hear each other talk.


“It’s going to be Blue Wave year,” said the freckled brown girl with the orange toque on and superfluous cinnamon-bun headphones hanging around her neck. “Honestly I don’t even know why the Republicans are going to run a candidate, they don’t have a chance.”


“Since there’s no incumbent, anyone could stand a chance,” said the freckled girl’s Serbian girlfriend. (Enormous glasses and a shaved head with morning glories tattooed along the base of her skull. She looked so familiar.)


“As long as we get stuck with someone from the big two parties, it’s not going to matter who gets elected.” That was the burly Nordic guy with the unkempt Lincoln beard. He raised a finger in the air, a sure sign of pontification to come. “We need to rally behind grassroots movements like the socia—”


“Oh, shove it, Nigel, this isn’t a DSA meeting,” said Serbian Girlfriend. She made a wanking motion and rolled her eyes. —Sonja, she was Sonja, and the freckled girl was… Berry didn’t know.


Nigel huffed but his pedantry had lost steam.


Sonja turned to Berry. “Hey, Berry, don’t you write for the newspaper?” 


Berry opened and closed her mouth a few times, taken aback that anyone was seeking her specific opinion on anything, or that they knew anything about her beyond her name and who she lived with. Though not enough to know that her boss wouldn’t let her within a hundred yards of a beat as interesting as politics. “Yeah,” she managed.


“So what do you think about the election?”


Berry shrugged. “Same as it ever was,” she said. “The parties flip around and change positions and sometimes they splinter off, and there are revolutions and protests and movements, but none of it matters in the long run. Rich people stay rich, the rest of us are useful idiots.”



