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CHAPTER 1 MORAL HAZARD






[image: image]


ARDEN FIRTH DUCKED INTO THE STUDENT union before class to check her mailbox, hoping her grandmother had sent some cash. She was broke again. Although room and board were part of her scholarship at the University of South Dakota, Arden desperately needed a new pair of jeans—her only pair was wearing dangerously thin in the seat and the knees.


Instead, she found the letter with a blue seal from the US Department of Education, marked “Important Information About Your Federal Student Aid Package.”


“We regret to inform you,” the letter began, “that your federal education grant through the Pell Grant and Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant programs will not be renewable for the next tuition year due to changes in funding. To explore options for covering your college tuition needs, we encourage you to explore the new privatized loan programs available from YouthBank Corporation, with flexible repayment plans.”


Arden’s gut clenched as she realized what this meant: in order to finish college, she’d now need to borrow the whole of her tuition and expenses for the remaining two years, at more than twenty thousand dollars a year.


She stumbled over to the sitting area in the corner of the student union, tossing her backpack on the floor and slumping into the ratty couch. Numbly, she watched the other students unlocking their mailboxes. Some gathered their mail and went on their way; others ripped open the same letter with the same blue seal, their faces registering the same shock Arden’s had. Eventually, Arden’s best friend Ophelia sauntered in.


“What’s your deal?” Ophelia asked. Arden let her head fall forward so that her unruly dirty-blond hair covered her face, suddenly afraid she might cry, and handed the letter up to her friend.


“Oh, shit,” Ophelia breathed, scanning the letter and then glancing around the room to see several other students staring dumbfounded at the same letters. O dropped the letter in Arden’s lap and turned away to check her own mailbox. Arden watched as Ophelia fumbled with the combination and with the overstuffed mail jammed into her box. Typical, Arden thought, Ophelia didn’t think much of housekeeping—her dorm room was always a mess. Catalogs fell to the floor as she ripped open her own blue seal.


“Shit,” she repeated, joining Arden on the couch, leaving her unwanted junk mail on the floor. “This is bad.”


Arden nodded. This is bad for you, is what Ophelia meant. Arden knew her friend’s grant was only for a few grand, not for the whole thing like Arden’s. Ophelia had only gotten financial aid because her mom had been between jobs when O applied for aid, and she didn’t expect to qualify next year anyway. Her mom had been on unemployment for almost a year before they made the move to Sioux Falls so she could start work at the hospital. And though Ophelia’s parents had split when she was in high school, her dad had money and would help her, as long as not a penny went to her mom.


Arden was on her own for college. Her dad had never been in the picture—she had no idea who or where he was. Her mom had died when Arden was fourteen, and her gram, Emma, had her own financial problems. She had almost had to sell off the farm to pay her hospital bills when Arden was in high school, but instead she’d taken out a mortgage on the farm for cash to pay her debts, and now the mortgage payments were more than she could afford. She barely got by on her social security checks, and there was nothing to spare.


“It sucks,” Ophelia sighed. “You’ll just have to borrow …” She broke off abruptly when she saw the look on Arden’s face. “What? Lots of people borrow, and USD is cheap. Most of my friends from New York are paying twice what we are. You just pay it back once you get a job.”


Arden wasn’t so sure about that. What would college get her, other than being saddled with debt? She knew that she didn’t want a desk job. She’d had a taste of that working as an office temp last summer. Standing in as a receptionist or administrative assistant at the big bank headquarters in Sioux Falls, she’d had a window into the working world, and it scared her. Even the supposedly good jobs, the sales or analyst roles, with the better office real estate and VIP parking, seemed meaningless and utterly dreary. It all came down to corporate profit and impressing the executives, chasing access and recognition, making money. A silly golden ring. She’d spent her days there uncomfortable in itchy pantyhose, wondering, Isn’t there something more worthwhile all these people should be doing with their days? Arden didn’t want to indenture herself to that kind of life, just to go to college.


Maybe USD was cheap compared to some schools, but what was she really getting for it? She didn’t have the first idea of what she wanted to do with her life. Hadn’t she read online some famous entrepreneur saying he regretted going to college? He claimed it squelches critical thinking, teaches rule following, and is a waste of time and money.


Once, she thought she’d be a farmer, like her grandmother. As a child, she had loved putting seeds in the ground and waiting for them to emerge, unfurling tiny hopeful shoots. Later, in 4-H, she had pressed her grandmother to start selling at farmers markets, instead of the local auction house that she stubbornly stuck to even as she made less and less. Farming in the old ways Emma practiced, without bioengineered seeds and designer chemicals, was getting harder every year. More and more of their old neighbors were selling out to the mega-farms, which were slowly squeezing out small farmers who couldn’t compete.


Arden thought of the last conversation she’d had with Emma, where her grandmother mentioned that she had received a foreclosure notice on her mortgage. Emma had tried to avoid selling out by borrowing money, and look at where that had gotten her.


And what would she actually get for the forty grand in tuition that she couldn’t learn on her own, if she put her mind to it? The vo-ag classes were all about factory farming and chemicals, which turned Arden off. The history classes were the same old self-satisfied patriotic stories she’d learned in high school. In English lit, she’d already read most of the books. Other than poli-sci, her classes were crap.


“Poli-sci!” Arden exclaimed, and both girls grabbed their stuff and set off at a run across the quad to Old Main, still crusted with snow in late March. They pushed open the door of the lecture hall and were relieved to see Justin Kirish, the graduate student teaching assistant, standing in the front of the hall at the lectern rather than the professor who would have recorded them being late.


“Arden, Ophelia, nice of you to join us,” he said in a serious tone, but when his back was to the class, he flashed them a smile. Ophelia headed for the one remaining seat in back and Arden eased into an empty seat in the front row.


“Although Professor Atwood’s lesson plan today calls for a lecture on the Second Amendment”—Kirish wrinkled his nose slightly at the enthusiastic murmur that rumbled from the men slouching in the back of the class—“I’m going to take us a bit off-syllabus and focus instead on freedom of speech.” The right to bear arms, they all knew, was the Second Amendment. Arden thought Kirish was from the Northeast, so he was probably for gun control, not a popular view at USD.


Arden took out her laptop and began tapping away, numbly taking notes but not really absorbing the lecture. Instead, she found herself watching Kirish. Only when he was lecturing did he seem fully involved in the class—maybe because he despised the professor.


“Did you see him roll his eyes when Atwood said millennials don’t save money? Does he know how much college costs?” O had shrieked after class once. Kirish was the subject of some speculation around campus. How had an East Coast liberal (people assumed) who drove an expensive foreign SUV with Pennsylvania plates ended up at a place like USD? The school was mainly South Dakotans, and although some out-of-staters attended the law school, he still stuck out. Was he not smart enough to get in anywhere close to home? That didn’t seem likely once you heard him talk. There was a rumor that he had dyslexia, but he wrote on the chalk board quickly while he spoke, so Arden didn’t think that was right either. He also had this weird thing about people not using his first name, Justin, insisting that people call him by his somewhat odd last name.


All of a sudden, he was calling on her with a question. “Arden, does the Constitution only protect humans?”


“Uh, I think so,” she responded, annoyed that he was singling her out yet again. What is he talking about? Why does he always call on me? “I mean, what else would it protect? Animals?” Classmates snickered.


“Well, many of the rights protected by the US Constitution relate to property ownership.…” he prodded, giving her a hint. It was not helpful. He waited. “Who else can own property?”


“I don’t know … businesses?” she guessed.


“Exactly! Certain types of businesses, such as corporations, have independent legal status under the law, so they can own property and enter into contracts. And in certain circumstances, a corporation is considered a legal ‘person’ under the US Constitution and is entitled to protection. The City of Vermillion couldn’t bulldoze your house to build a highway without going to a court hearing first and then paying you its fair market value, because the Constitution assures you due process and just compensation. And because corporations are considered legal persons, the same would be true of the Subway sandwich shop on Main Street.”


Despite her annoyance at being called on, Arden was drawn into the lecture. The young student teacher paced back and forth across the front of the classroom as he spoke, bright brown eyes periodically fixing on her. He was lean, with an aquiline nose and brown hair that stood up in strange angles when he raked his hands through it. His well-worn and slightly rumpled white button-down shirts, half tucked into khakis, and gum boots made him look like he just stepped off the campus of a prep school, but twenty years ago.


Justin Kirish came alive when he taught class, whereas around campus he often seemed harried, walking briskly with a furrowed brow. When simply attending Professor Atwood’s lectures, he often looked pained, as if he were repressing a better way of explaining things. Like Ophelia, he talked faster than most people Arden had grown up with, like he had somewhere to be. He was one of those smart people who could, when he wanted to, make you feel like you were in on the joke. As opposed to the professor, who treated them like children. But if he was tested, like when obnoxious Clyde Henderson got political during Kirish’s first lesson, he could be withering. Clyde cut class for two weeks after that, everyone had laughed so hard at his stupidity, because not laughing meant you were as dumb as him.


If Arden were honest with herself, she’d had a minor crush on him earlier in the semester. That was before the graduate student’s house party off campus in Vermillion. It had been a warm October Friday night, and Ophelia had gotten invited to the party by a history grad student she’d met at the library. He was brainy and liberal, so it made sense that Kirish would be there too. Arden noticed him right away when they got there, standing in the hallway laughing with a short older guy, but it wasn’t until her second beer that she got up the nerve to approach him. She’d tapped Kirish on the shoulder, smiling up at him. “This commons is pretty tragic, eh, professor?” Arden had nodded to the swill of plastic cups and bottles on the kitchen table.


He had taught a section in poli-sci that week on the idea of tragedy of the commons: where people use up a common resource because no single person owned it. In the old days, he’d explained, the “commons” had been the town green, and the “tragedy” was that everyone let their sheep overgraze. There had been a long pause, after which he turned to his friend and introduced them, formally, as if to show he felt forced to do so by her continued presence.


“Jim, this young lady is a freshman in my undergrad poli-sci with Atwood. Her name is …” Kirish flicked a disapproving eye at the cup of beer she gripped in her suddenly sweaty hand, and then down her green halter dress.


“Uh, Arden,” she’d stammered, feeling embarrassed in the sexy dress she’d borrowed from Ophelia. “I’m a sophomore.” Which he must have known; poli-sci was a second-year class.


“Oh really?” He feigned surprise. “How old does that make you?” Like Clyde Henderson, she’d crossed some invisible line.


She mumbled an answer as he turned away, leaning in to hear what his friend was saying over the din of the loud music. She’d stood there for an awkward moment, thinking he might turn back to her, but instead, he said goodbye to his friend and left the room. Arden had been stuck talking to his friend, who had terrible breath and went on about how she had no idea how hard law school was for twenty minutes before she could get away.


SINCE THEN, HE’D CALLED ON HER OFTEN in class, which she hated. Trying to drive home that he was her superior, it felt like.


Arden had that buzzing feeling she got when called on in class that made it hard to think as she strained to follow the lecture. Kirish polled the class on the characteristics of a corporation, thankfully leaving her alone. Corporations were owned by stockholders, someone volunteered; they could be traded on the NY stock exchange or privately held. “Limited liability?” someone else called out. Arden tapped her keyboard to wake up her laptop, suspecting this part was important.


“That’s right,” Kirish responded. “Although the shareholders own the business, they are only liable up to the amount of their investment. So they can only lose the value of their shares, and can’t be sued in a way that extends to them personally for the company’s wrongdoing. Historically, prior to the late 1800s, a corporation could only be created with a charter from the government, and would often be granted a monopoly. Anybody know why?”


“They needed a ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card?” a hockey player in the back quipped, to scattered laughter. Arden hated that guy; he always made stupid jokes and expected everyone to laugh.


“Yeah, in a way,” Kirish forced a laugh. Arden watched as he steered the lecture back to his point, explaining the reason for a monopoly. “Monopolies were granted to corporations to encourage investment in a project that had a public benefit, like a railroad, or a new town, or a fire insurance company. The East India Trading Company, one of the earliest charter corporations, is a classic example. The British government wanted Far East spice routes to be built out and wanted private investment to make it happen. The limitation of liability is important because it allows investors to put their money to work without risking everything.” Arden had never heard that before; she’d only thought all monopolies were bad.


Kirish shoved his hands in his pockets and surveyed the crowd. He continued, “One criticism, however, is that people are less careful with other people’s money than with their own and that private entrepreneurship is better.”


The hockey player in the back interrupted, “O—P—M,” he chanted, “Otha People’s Mon-ayy!” Was this a rap song? Arden saw Ophelia rolling her eyes.


“Exactly,” Kirish said dryly. “Yes, it’s easier to be reckless with someone else’s money. But being less careful could actually be one of the strengths of a corporation, if you need a level of risk-taking, like with the railroads, which the government or individuals acting alone won’t take.”


Ophelia called out a question from the back of class. “But there’s a big downside to limited liability, right? If no one is really responsible for the acts of the corporation, it ends up making decisions that hurt people, or the environment. Like those oil pipelines on Native American lands, keeping us addicted to cheap fossil fuels.”


Arden felt a swell of pride for her friend, speaking loudly, without trepidation. Arden turned to see her backlit against the window at the back of the classroom, the thin white winter sun reflecting off the snow in the courtyard outside. Her straight brown hair was pulled back in a sloppy bun that stuck out in spikes, and her olive skin was slightly shiny—O rarely bothered with makeup. As always, she had no qualms speaking up. It seemed to Arden that Ophelia was never afraid, in class or anywhere else—or if she was, it just made her more resolute.


Ophelia and Arden had been assigned to the same dorm hall in their freshman year and quickly become friends. Ophelia was the first true New Yorker Arden had ever met, and she’d been to the opera, been to Broadway, eaten Korean barbeque, been to Paris, and been scuba diving. At first, Arden had been intimidated at her relative sophistication and self-conscious about being broke all the time. Ophelia always managed to casually throw things Arden’s way without making it seem like charity. Oh, I don’t like how this lotion smells—do you want it? Or, They gave me two burritos by accident—please take one. Like Arden, poli-sci was Ophelia’s favorite subject. She loved a good political argument. She never became snarky or dismissive, but rather was witty and charming even when Arden knew she vehemently disagreed with her opponents.


“That’s a good point, Ophelia,” Kirish responded. “It’s a kind of a moral hazard, right? A moral hazard is when financial or other pressures push people to ignore the moral implications of their decisions. Anyone ever come across one of these?”


“Like if you find a twenty in the dryer at the laundromat, and you know who used the machine last.…” someone volunteered. Everyone laughed.


“Yes.” Kirish nodded. “Exactly. But how about if you don’t know who used the machine last? It’s much easier just to pocket the money then, right?”


Kirish went on to explain how stock ownership, removed from the day-to-day decisions of a corporation, allowed investors to divorce themselves from the actions of the enterprise while still reaping the financial rewards of these actions. Back when corporations had public charters, they were created because they served the public good. In the late 1800s, however, the laws changed so that any business venture could incorporate.


“All of a sudden, with a simple paperwork filing with the state, a separate legal entity was created that shielded investors from personal liability—and even, as Ophelia suggests, from moral responsibility for the actions of the corporation. The stage was set for the second industrial revolution and a massive expansion of the influence of corporations in America, and the concentrations of wealth that went along with them.”


Arden thought of the companies her mother had worked for before her death, five years ago. Jill’s last good job had been at a call center—she’d actually enjoyed helping people with their complaints about the appliances they’d ordered from Sears. When the company announced it was sending its customer service jobs overseas, the employees had been shocked that such an iconic American company would abandon American workers. Its flagging stock price briefly rallied at the news of the outsourcing, billed as part of a cost-cutting measure, and Arden could still remember how this had angered her mother and grandmother, Emma. Investors liked this? they had railed. Moral hazard indeed.


After the Sears layoff and thirteen months on unemployment, Jill had gotten a job in an internet retailer’s distribution facility. Her job was to race around an enormous warehouse plucking orders to be drop-shipped in the night. Off to the fulfillment center, she would say sarcastically, as she left for work, which was anything but fulfilling. The pickers were timed on filling orders, punching in and out when they got onto the floor and even when they went to the bathrooms. They wore tracker bracelets to gather their performance data, which was then ranked and posted on a public performance board. They were compared against each other for their efficiency and speed in team meetings, and periodically told how their facility as a whole compared to the company’s flagship, fully-automated, robotic fulfillment facility. Not well.


Jill had already been suffering from lower-back pain when the cherry picker fell under her. She had operated the picker only once before, after watching a training video. The union rep told Arden’s grandmother that the picker had fallen because Jill had used the remote control to extend the bucket arm too far forward, and then had herself leaned too far to reach the toaster on the top of the warehouse shelving. There was also the suggestion that she hadn’t been sober, but Arden believed it had been the pain meds the workers-comp doctor had prescribed her, and the fact that it was three in the morning. After three ruptured disks and a broken shoulder, and a sixty-day supply of OxyContin, Jill hadn’t had much interest in getting better.


Arden forced herself to pay attention as Kirish shifted the lecture back to the Constitution. “Should a corporation have the right to the pursuit of life, liberty, and happiness?” he asked. The class was in agreement that this did not make sense. “What about privacy? Or the right to marry? What about the right to bear arms? How about voting? Freedom of religion?” Again, general consensus in the negative.


“Okay, those are easy. What about free speech? Or equal protection?” Kirish asked. He laid his palms flat on the empty desk next to Arden’s, looking expectantly around the class. When no one volunteered, he raised an eyebrow at her, inviting her to answer the question. To her immense frustration, she felt a flush of heat at his attention. She shook her head slightly and raised her chin to answer.


“On equal protection, well … corporations should be treated fairly. I mean, one shouldn’t have an unfair advantage over another.”


“So they should be treated equally to people, then?” he quizzed her.


“No,” she said, stubbornly but unable to articulate more.


“Should they have the same right to free speech?”


“No.…”


“Why not?”


“Well, corporations don’t have, like, a … human … right to speak,” Arden forced herself to say, silently cursing her fumbling.


“Why not?” He was leaning toward her now.


Arden wasn’t sure. “Well … I think we learned that the most important, or most protected speech, is political speech, right?”


He nodded, smiling.


Arden continued, “Well, since corporations don’t vote, and therefore don’t have a political say, it seems like they shouldn’t have the right to political speech.”


“Interesting,” Kirish responded. “The US Supreme Court did not agree with you. In the 2010 case of Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, the highest court held that a law prohibiting corporations from ‘electioneering,’ or trying to influence the outcome of an election before Election Day, was unconstitutional. The court held that the not-for-profit corporation Citizens United had a right to political speech that could not be restricted, and it was allowed to air a negative biographical movie it had made about a candidate. It didn’t matter if the movie allegedly included misrepresentations—because it was the most protected form of speech, political, the court would not restrict it.”


Ophelia spoke up, “How can a thing that can’t vote have a right to political speech?” Arden wasn’t surprised to hear O’s distaste; she’d heard her trash corporate America before, going on about how it caused environmental destruction and exploited workers. Arden had always taken Ophelia’s politics with a grain of salt—she wasn’t sure that labor unions and higher taxes and big government were the way to go. She thought of herself as more of an independent voter, like her grandmother.


But now, this anger, Ophelia’s condemnation, felt right to Arden. Hadn’t it been her mom’s downfall, being used up by corporations? Hadn’t it been this phenomenon of limited liability that made it so no one had to answer for the outsourcing of her job, and the injuries that had ultimately destroyed her?


The TA explained the basis for the court’s decision—that the individual members of a corporation had free speech rights, and they were permitted to amplify their voices by banding together around a common goal. She considered the student aid changes that had eliminated her grant, so that now students like her had to resort to loans from corporate banks. She didn’t see how those changes could possibly reflect the will of voters, banding together to amplify their voices. Rather, it was the will of corporations, seeking to increase their profits, at the expense of people. And the voices of these corporations—already so loud, with their lobbyists—drowned out the voices of the people, to the point that the politicians no longer worked for the people. They worked for the corporations.


This isn’t how a democracy is supposed to work, Arden thought. Somebody had to do something. But what?












CHAPTER 2 THE FARM
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OPHELIA HAD JUMPED AT THE CHANCE to spend Easter with Arden and Emma, happy to get out of a weekend with her mom and her new boyfriend in Sioux Falls. Arden was glad to have O coming home with her. She planned to tell her grandmother about the financial aid letter and needed moral support.


The two-hour drive went quickly, and soon Arden was speeding past her old regional high school, two towns west of Badger. Seeing the low-slung brick building with its parking lot full of rusted pickups brought back her first couple weeks there, as a freshman, just months after her mother had died. She’d hardly been able to speak to anyone, which was fine because most people avoided her anyway. Especially after the incident in chorus.


On the second day of chorus, Arden had a splitting headache and had rooted around in her backpack, finding a foil packet with two half-disintegrated aspirin, which she had tossed back with a swig from her water bottle. Bonnie West, with her perfect blond hair and her jean skirt and her white eyelet blouse, had eyed her and said, “Oh, you’re like your mother, aren’t you?”


Arden had snapped, knocking the girl’s chair over backward with a shove on each shoulder. Luckily the girl just lay moaning on the floor, cradling the back of her head where it hit the linoleum. If she’d fought back, Arden didn’t know what she would have done.


Later, the girl explained to the principal that she’d only meant Arden was like her mother in that she liked to sing.


“Her maw used to come sit in with our church choir sometimes, at the First Lutheran in Boalsburg. I believe she was attending the AA meetings in the basement there. You know, for alcoholics.” Bonnie West and the principal had exchanged a knowing look.


Sure, that was what she meant.


Principal Hanlon was willing to let her off with a warning, given Arden’s “difficult circumstances,” if she apologized to Bonnie. But Arden had never been much for apologizing.


For that, she’d spent two weeks in after-school detention, which meant she missed the bus. For the first two days, her grandmother, Emma, had to come and pick her up each afternoon when it was over.


“It’s hard to break away,” she’d sighed in the car, clearly resentful of the forty minutes she had spent away from the farm. She was falling behind. Arden had noticed the broken tractor, awaiting repair. The weeds. The bills. Emma had been more tired than usual. It would be months before she found the lump in her breast.


After that, Arden had resolved to find another way home from school. She surveyed the other students rotating through the detention hall, proctored by the frightening tenth-grade math teacher. Mostly boys, they leered at her, having heard the story of the freshman girl with the mother who had overdosed, now fighting in school. She needed someone who had their license, obviously, and a car, and who lived in her direction, east of Regional 10. Also, someone who could be trusted not to grab her, or tell stories about her putting out. She settled on Scott Bouchard, whose family farm was on her bus line outside of Badger, ten minutes from Emma’s. She knew him slightly from Grange picnics. He was a senior, she thought, so possibly had a car. His younger brother rode the bus, but not him. Probably not a good sign that he wasn’t giving his brother rides, but worth a try.


She’d turned around in her chair when the proctor stepped out into the hall, asking whether he’d give her a ride home the following day so that Emma wouldn’t have to pick her up.


“What makes you think I’ll be here tomorrow?” he’d sneered.


“Oh, you only got one day?”


“I skipped school. It’s not like I was fighting,” he answered.


“Right, I get it, girls aren’t supposed to fight. Whatever. Can you give me a ride or not?” Arden insisted, her voice rising. Asshole.


“Sure.” He smirked. He held her eye, and then made a show of returning to his history textbook with a sigh, as if she’d interrupted him in the midst of something important.


That night, Emma had been visibly relieved that Arden had figured out a ride home.


“Well, isn’t that nice of Scotty Bouchard!” she’d remarked, looking a bit surprised.


But the next day, in detention, he was not there. Arden walked out to the parking lot afterward, looking around. She stood where the school buses drop off, scanning the parking lot, not knowing what his car might look like, not seeing anyone she knew. Damn. Arden felt like a fool for trusting him; he probably planned the whole time to leave her stranded. She was just about to walk back into the school to call Emma from the office, knowing that the phone would just ring and ring. Emma wouldn’t be back in the house until suppertime, six o’clock at the earliest, at which point it would be dark and she’d be exhausted.


“You all right?”


She had noticed the boy in the back of detention the first day. He was scruffy, quiet, with bloodshot brown eyes and dirty jeans. He had been there each of the three days Arden had, and she wondered what he had gotten in trouble for.


“Yeah, just waiting for someone.” Arden wondered if the boy had overheard the exchange yesterday in detention. “Someone who’s probably not going to show.”


“Where do you need to go?” he offered.


Although she didn’t know him at all, she didn’t have a lot of options.


His truck was a rusted out old Chevrolet, which Arden was relieved to see could easily be Scott Bouchard’s pickup. She didn’t want Emma to know she’d gotten stood up and taken a ride from a stranger. The boy told her that his name was Matt Johnson. He was a junior. He’d gotten detention for smoking weed, he explained, eying her. She nodded, not surprised. They hadn’t said much to each other that first day and he drove too fast, but he’d offered her a ride the next day too, and she’d gratefully accepted. He was more talkative Thursday, smoking a joint as he drove and talking about school, how he thought it was bullshit, how the principal was a prick. Arden didn’t like the smoking, but it made him drive more carefully, and she had to agree with him about school—it was bullshit, and she resented all the other students watching her walk through the halls, judging her because of her mom. Matt’s ideas were interesting. He didn’t like consumerism, which he thought was an unavoidable result of capitalism. He didn’t like the internet, social media, or smartphones.


“It’s like The Matrix—everyone is plugged in, and they think it’s real life, but it’s not. This isn’t what life is supposed to be about.” He became philosophical when he smoked.


“What is it supposed to be about?” she asked him, genuinely curious. Going through high school so she could get a job so she could pay the bills felt pointless, but what else was there? She liked farm life, but the work was so hard and uncertain—with one storm a whole year’s profits could be washed away. Emma never seemed to get above water, always writing checks from the dark-green checkbook against the farm equity line, which Arden knew she hated, feeling like she was losing a bit of the farm each time.


“I don’t know the meaning of life, but I know it ain’t that,” Matt said, passing the joint, which she accepted without realizing what she was doing. She looked at it for a long time, feeling no pressure from him like grownups had always warned that she would. Was Matt’s different way of looking at things from the weed? She took a careful drag and waited. Although the change wasn’t very strong, she could feel a relaxation in her body, a warmth, and a spinning in her thoughts. She took another drag.


The next day, Matt brought her a book, which she read in detention, A People’s History of the United States. This offered a different angle than her textbooks: unsettling, unpatriotic, critical. She read about the genocide of Native Americans, about slavery and racism, unions, the robber barons, and much more. The government screwing people, the powerful accumulating power, the rich getting richer at the workers’ expense. There was a moldy underbelly to the American dream.


After those two weeks of detention, Matt offered to keep driving her home. Arden wasn’t sure whether he liked her or just liked having someone to talk to. She’d begun to look forward to their conversations, and to the way she felt in the time they shared on the drive home, which became a bit longer each day as he took more and more meandering routes. With Matt, she felt relieved of social expectations—for example, how she was supposed to look as a girl. Never one for makeup, Arden had dutifully applied eye shadow and cover-up those first days of high school, because that was what high school girls did. Looking at her face in Matt’s passenger-side visor mirror, she saw the artifice in the plum-colored shadow on her lids, the sparkle of jewelry on her earlobes when she felt flat, without sparkle. Just like the consumerism Matt railed against, the primping and grooming, the shaving and plucking, the blow-drying and the dieting, all of it was phony. After smoking with Matt, Arden felt any obligation to do these things fall away. Why bother?


Arden thought for a long moment about Matt’s offer to keep driving her home, as they sat in Emma’s yard. What would come next, if she said yes? Would he become her boyfriend? Had it been like this for Jill, when she’d been a girl? She could see now how easy it would be to slip into a relationship with him, smoking joints and driving around, stepping outside of the pressures and artificial demands of life. It was deeply appealing, and that scared her. This was the first step down the road to following in her mother’s footsteps.


“No thanks,” she’d said.


She could tell that his feelings were hurt when she stopped saying hi to him in the halls, but it was better that way. Arden spent her time studying, reading more about the history and counterculture that Matt had introduced her to, and philosophy too, but stayed clear of him and his friends. They were trouble, smoking in the bathrooms and getting suspended. The first two years of high school she just tried to keep her head down, and after her sophomore year, she realized she could graduate after only three years if she took a class that summer. Matt was there in summer school too, although not for the same reason she was. He’d flunked biology, and couldn’t graduate until he passed it. Arden tried to help him with some of the assignments—science came easily to her, like most subjects—but Matt didn’t seem as smart as he had two years before. His thinking, which had seemed to her to be flexible and unbound by convention, just seemed flabby and unorganized now. She suspected he’d moved on to the harder stuff. Arden was never sure if he passed the summer biology class, but he was not back at school the following year.


Thinking of Matt always made her feel unsettled, and reminded her how easy it was to step off the path, how easy it is to let your life take a dark turn, like her mother’s had. The University of South Dakota had been a relief for Arden, to be anonymous, to not be that girl. She didn’t tell many people that she’d done high school in three years, and even fewer about what happened to Jill. Ophelia was one of only a handful who knew.


Now, Ophelia sat in the passenger seat looking expectantly at her. Arden shook her head to clear her thoughts, turning to Ophelia, “Uh, what?”


“I said, what’s up with you? You’ve been in outer space for the last five minutes. Was that your school we drove past?”


“Uh, yeah, sorry, just old memories.”


Soon they were pulling into Badger and flying down the straight dirt road that led to her grandmother’s farm. Despite the cold April day, Emma was out scratching around in the large vegetable patch behind the house, getting things ready for planting. Behind her stood the small white farmhouse Arden loved, which had been her refuge as a child. To this day, she could close her eyes and see every room, with their low ceilings and simple, sparse furnishings. On the rich farmland surrounding the house, Emma typically grew corn or sunflowers, but in the vegetable patch, she experimented, growing potatoes, parsnips, ground cherries, and cabbages. Each season had been a treasure hunt for Arden as a girl. Emma rotated crops, always growing several different things to protect against a single blight knocking out all of a season’s efforts. She was a firm believer in letting fields lie fallow. Those resting fields, as Emma had called them, were often the most interesting, full of insects and wildflowers.


After Emma’s cancer and the mortgage she’d taken out to pay her bills, she’d leased half her acreage on the other side of the road to “the AGM,” a Big Ag conglomerate. Emma’s half still included her house, vegetable patch, orchard, and barns, and the richer farmland containing the cold stream that bisected the southern parcel behind the house. AGM had wanted that parcel too, for the water source, but Emma had refused. As it was, she worried about her well now with the chemicals AGM sprayed on their crops. For four years, they had planted nothing but soybeans. There were machines for watering, spraying, seeding, tilling and harvesting, looming on the leased land across the dirt road like massive insects. Sometimes it felt like they were waiting to descend on them, to dismantle the house and whisk it away. Why did they have to park them right across from Emma’s house, when they could be anywhere along the road? Arden didn’t like the uniform fields, scraped bare now for spring planting, so different than she remembered. They felt like occupied territory.


Seeing the girls arrive, Emma bustled over to the car, dropping her gloves and gardening tools in her wake, and scooped Arden into a huge hug. Arden wondered how often her grandmother thought of Jill, her own daughter, when Arden returned for holidays. Did Emma compare the two of them? Was she reminded of other homecomings, some happy, some probably involving the kind of fucked-up drama that used to follow her mother wherever she went? Did she think Arden was like her mother? She must miss Jill. Arden didn’t.


After a moment of Arden and Emma hugging, Ophelia elbowed in. “Gimme some of that!”


Ophelia and Emma embraced, laughing.


“How’s my other girl?” Emma asked, beaming at O. “Are you staying out of trouble?”


“Mostly,” Ophelia said with a grin.


Emma led them into the house, helping with their bags. Arden took a lap around the house, touching the picture of her grandfather on the mantle, avoiding the smaller frame with Jill’s picture. The pile of boots by the back door, the crocheted afghans folded on the back of the couch, the firewood neatly piled by the woodstove, all was familiar and in its place. She sighed and plopped down at the kitchen table, knowing that next Emma would make coffee and try to feed them stale potato chips and hard candies gone soft with age that would stick in her teeth.


Arden watched with satisfaction and maybe a tiny bit of jealousy the friendly banter that continued between her grandmother and her best friend. Ever since they first met during their freshman year, Emma and Ophelia had been close. Arden was struck by how much Ophelia preferred Emma to her own mother, whom O had diagnosed as a narcissist. Ophelia had grown up in Brooklyn. She and her mom had moved to Sioux Falls midway through her last year in high school. After a long job search yielded nothing closer to home, and a bitter divorce, her mom took the job at the big hospital in the city. It seemed like a good job to Arden, but Ophelia was prone to making snarky jokes about the hospital, as if she blamed it for uprooting her life. She still hadn’t forgiven her mother for insisting she attend a Midwestern college, as opposed to somewhere back East. Ophelia liked USD fine now, but she resented her mother’s selfishness.


In Brooklyn, during her last two years of high school, Ophelia had worked on a political campaign that had completely consumed her. The candidate was a woman named Sophia Mendez, a thirty-two-year-old lawyer and community organizer, who was brilliant, articulate, passionate, and dedicated. At first Ophelia hadn’t realized that she had fallen in love with Sophia—everyone was bewitched by her. Ophelia had proven herself as a volunteer; she was hardworking, bold enough to talk to anyone, and able to argue all the policy points. Sophia had come to rely on her as a focus group of one: Ophelia represented the next generation and could provide their view on the big issues. One day, however, Sophia cut her loose, telling Ophelia to focus on her studies and herself. Ophelia had argued, she wanted to see the campaign through, she could handle “the crush.” Sophia demurred, however, explaining that such entanglements happened in every campaign. They were part of politics, she had explained, but she couldn’t risk it, not with a young person, not with Ophelia.


The rest of her senior year was rocky. Until then, she had only ever considered herself straight, and she was confused about whether one infatuation made her otherwise. She did some things trying to figure that out that Arden knew she wasn’t proud of. Starting a new school halfway through the year, halfway across the country where the kids were very different, hadn’t helped. With her GPA, she was lucky to have gotten into USD.


However O had ended up there, Arden was glad that they were together. They tossed their bags into Arden’s room and sat down with Emma for lunch. Emma fussed in the kitchen, serving egg salad sandwiches on toasted homemade bread. There were half-sour pickles from Emma’s garden and apples from the orchard. To drink, they had Emma’s signature herbal iced tea, bright red from her hibiscus flowers. Almost everything served came from Emma’s own homestead, Arden reflected, except the flour for the bread. The pantry shelves were stocked with tomatoes and other vegetables and condiments, jarred and set up for winter. Although Arden shuddered at the memory of being stuck in a hot kitchen, spending hours and hours preparing and preserving food, she was impressed that her grandmother was still so self-sufficient.


Arden considered broaching the topic of the financial aid letter, but couldn’t bring herself to disturb the peace of the meal.


“Follow me, buttercup, I have a surprise for you.” Emma bustled around them, clearing the plates, and then led them out to the barn. Arden felt dread slow her feet as they approached the barn—she hadn’t spent any time in the barn since the summer after her mother died.


After Jill died, Emma had forced herself to be cheerful for Arden’s benefit. Arden remembered thinking to herself, Don’t do that, it must hurt. But Emma had to keep moving, keep the farm running, fix the tractor, prune the fruit trees, get the apples picked, get the crops in, get the vegetables put up in jars. It never stopped. She allowed Arden exactly one month of lying around in bed after Jill died, and then picked her up and shoved her outside. She informed Arden that she had a job for her for the summer, and it had been that forced work that had helped her put Jill’s death behind her. She was put in charge of a herd of sheep Emma had agreed to take for a neighbor who’d had a barn fire. It was easy to empty her mind when Arden was feeding sheep, or wrestling them to the ground and shearing them with the electric clippers, or her favorite, picking the bits of straw from the wool to prepare it for the yarn house. She had been sad to see them go when, at the end of the summer, the neighbor came with his livestock trailer and loaded the sheep on, to take them back. The neighbor paid her fifty dollars for watching the sheep for the summer. But it hadn’t been about the money, Arden knew. It had been to get her moving again. To get her from June to August.


Arden wondered now for the first time if the barn fire had even been real, or if it had all been something Emma cooked up as therapy. Arden stepped gingerly into the barn, expecting to be hit by the wave of anger that had followed her that summer. Instead, she saw the intricate cobwebs, outlined in dust, making dirty lace along the ceiling, with gleaming motes floating in the air where the sun streamed in the door behind them. It felt safe. Arden heard a low nicker as they stepped into the dim warmth.


“I took in a boarder,” Emma smiled, stroking the horse’s long head. “This is Nick. He’s Jimmy Bouchard’s horse. Arden, do you remember him from school? He’s the foreman at the soybean operation next door, went upstate for vo-ag. He’s paying me to keep this fella here, takes him out to ride the fields when it suits him.”


Arden nodded, remembering vaguely a solid, dark-haired boy, cowboy boots and jeans, dirty fingernails. He was the younger brother of Scott Bouchard, the boy who’d agreed to drive her home from detention but never showed. On the long bus rides to school, Jimmy had sat alone, doing his homework in the mornings. They had been in FFA together, Future Farmers of America. She remembered bringing rabbits to the state fair. Had he raised goats? She wondered whether he liked the soybeans.


“He’s so big!” Ophelia exclaimed.


Arden eyed the horse. “Probably almost sixteen hands?” she asked Emma, who nodded.


“What on earth does that mean?” O laughed. Arden explained that a “hand” was the width of a hand, four inches, measured up to the horse’s withers, or the shoulders at the base of its neck. She could see that the horse was gentle, so Arden slipped into the stall to point out the withers, which were about level to her nose. The horse was a bay, dark chestnut in color with a tangled black mane. She felt a physical pull to ride, remembering wistfully the many hours spent at her cousin’s place out by the Black Hills, riding through scrubby plains and trails.


Emma went to the next stall, serving as feed storage for the horse, and scooped a handful of grain. Watching her gram feed the horse, Arden was happy to see an animal back on the farm. Emma could make a little cash, and although she would have argued otherwise, the chickens weren’t good company, not like a horse.


Later, at dinner, Arden broke the news to Emma about her Pell grant. Emma demanded to see the letter, not wanting to believe it.


“To explore options for funding your college tuition needs, we encourage you to explore the new privatized loan programs available from YouthBank Corporation, with flexible repayment plans,” Emma read aloud in an outraged tone. “So there you have it—that’s who’s going to benefit from this—YouthBank Corporation! Those bastards.” Emma stood up and paced around the small kitchen. “It’s probably those damn corporations behind this, with their lobbyists getting the laws made in their favor,” she muttered. Emma hated lobbyists.


“For sure,” Ophelia responded, “I read that the college funding cuts were made to pay for the recent tax overhaul, which lowered the corporate tax rate.”


Arden nodded, thinking of Kirish’s lecture on Citizens United about corporations with all their constitutional rights and influence. After Ophelia shot her a loaded look, Arden wondered if O was thinking the same thing.


“When I was your age,” Emma said, “we passed a ballot initiative to keep corporations out of farming in the state. Now it looks like somebody needs to kick them out of the universities!”


Arden’s mom had once told her something about the ballot campaign. Your gramma marched on the state capitol to keep factory farms out of South Dakota, she remembered her mother telling her once when they drove by the capitol in Pierre. She knew Emma sometimes got fired up about politics, especially corruption in politics, but mainly she was rabid about making sure everyone she knew voted. She would drive her elderly neighbors to the town hall each Election Day, pestering them on the phone until they agreed to go. Arden remembered how hard it had been for Emma to sign the lease with AGM for use of the land, because of her belief in keeping corporations out of farming in the state. But Arden really didn’t know much about the ballot campaign itself.


Ophelia was intrigued as well. “A ballot initiative? I’ve always wanted to work on one of those. There was that one in Denver to legalize marijuana—it had just passed when I moved out here, and everyone was going bananas about it.”


“Well, that’s hardly something I’d know about,” Emma snorted. The girls exchanged a smile. Emma could get going on her opinions about the devil’s weed if they weren’t careful.


“But I do know about ballot initiatives. South Dakota was the first state in the union to have them,” she told them proudly. “Our state invented them! They put the power in the hands of the voters, when the politicians aren’t minding us. Now, our cause, back in the seventies, was the anti-corporate farming act. It prohibited corporations from owning agricultural land in the state of South Dakota, and a whole bunch of other states did it too, following our lead again! And it protected the family farms pretty well, for a long time. I’d never have been able to buy the back forty with the money from your grandfather’s life insurance if I’d had to compete with Big Ag.”


Arden thought of the forty wooded acres on the northernmost tip of the farm, where she used to take long walks. It had been her escape in high school, wooded and remote. She hadn’t been out there since the land had been leased to AGM and wondered what it looked like now.


“The anti-corporate farming law also leveled the playing field when selling corn for animal feed at the local co-op. I would have never been able to compete with the factory farms with their modern turbines and patented seeds.”


“What was the campaign like?” Ophelia asked eagerly.


Emma smiled broadly, nodding, reliving the past. “Well, we went door to door, talking to folks about it. We went to Grange Hall meetings and county fairs, collecting signatures. And come Election Day, it became a law!” She jumped up from the table again and went into the living room, digging around in the bottom of her cedar chest and producing a photo album. There was a picture of Emma marching at the state capitol, ironically carrying a pitchfork with her curly brown hair pulled back in a yellow bandana.


“You look amazing! I’ve never seen this before,” Arden exclaimed, astounded at how young and fierce Emma looked. She could see herself in Emma’s set jaw, as well as Jill in her eyes, crinkling with a smile.


“That’s so cool!” Ophelia said. “But … I’m confused. Isn’t your land across the road leased to a …” She trailed off, seeing Arden wince.


The excitement drained out of Emma. “Over the years, the damn corporate lobbyists and lawyers got one loophole after another put in the law, till it didn’t mean much anymore. Those bastards can’t wait to get their hands on this farm for good—every year they send me a letter trying to buy me out. They bought the Johnson place last year. They’ll be the first in line at the foreclosure.” She scowled darkly, getting up from the table and clearing dishes with a shaky hand.


Arden and Ophelia exchanged stricken looks. Arden hated how this triumph of Emma’s youth, the anti-corporate farming act, had ultimately failed to protect her own farm at the end of her life. It seemed so wrong. And was she serious about the foreclosure or was she just being dramatic?


After dinner, Emma turned in, worn out from their conversation. As the girls made up the couch with sheets for Ophelia, they talked more about Emma’s story.


“I love the idea of a ballot initiative,” Ophelia said. “It’s like a political campaign for an idea.” She wanted to be a campaign organizer when she graduated. She’d looked into grad schools, but lately she’d been thinking the best way to learn was to just do it.


“When Emma was talking about the anti-corporate farming act, I was thinking about that poli-sci class that Justin Kirish taught, remember, on corporations being people under the law?” Arden said.


“I know!” O exclaimed, “Me too.”


“If corporations have all the rights people have, but so much more power, maybe it’s these ballot initiatives that can keep them in check,” Arden mused.


“But it seems like they don’t hold. Didn’t Emma say that the corporations got loopholes put in the bills by their lobbyists? And now a corporation is trying to push her out?” Ophelia shuddered.


“What about a ban on corporations entirely?” Arden asked, and they looked at each other for a long while, considering it. Arden remembered that feeling she had at the end of Kirish’s class, that this wasn’t the way the country was supposed to work, and that somebody had to do something.


They talked about the idea late into the night. If the anti-corporate farming statute had protected family farms (at least before it got ruined), wouldn’t an anti-corporation statute protect the political process from corruption? The fact that Emma’s initiative had only covered farmland, rather than everything, was its flaw. Corporations still had an outsized ability to influence the state legislature, chipping away at the law’s protections when people weren’t looking. If there were no corporations, there would have been no corporate lobbyists to undo the work of the people. A total ban on corporations in the state would be a message to the politicians that they worked for the voters, not corporate interests. Under the law, corporations and people had the same rights, but corporations had resources and lobbyists to drown out the voices of regular people. This could fix things.


“What about Walmart and Amazon? Wouldn’t people freak out if they couldn’t get all that cheap stuff they sell? Delivered?” Ophelia asked, skeptically.


Picturing Emma’s pantry, Arden thought about self-sufficiency. What would she be willing to sacrifice in order to change the world? All the consumerism fed by stores like that was destroying the planet, but would she be willing to spend her time canning and gardening instead of an easy trip to the grocery store? There must be some kind of middle ground, where you could still get what you needed but everything wasn’t controlled by corporations.


“What about all the stuff those corporations own? All the land and businesses?” Arden wondered aloud, thinking maybe people could start up shops or farms from the corporations’ land and stuff, and could become self-sufficient. Instead of relying on corporations to spoon-feed them things, they would relearn how to make things for themselves, with their hands. She thought of Emma’s land, in jeopardy from the bank and AGM.


“Ophelia, that’s it!” she exclaimed. “The thing that would make it good for people, to make up for what they’d miss, without corporations selling them stuff and organizing the economy. The thing that would make people vote for a corporation ban. All the land and belongings of corporations in the state—it would all go back to people.”


Ophelia nodded, looking pensive. This felt like a radical idea to Arden, but why? Why should it be so shocking? Only if you accept the premise that corporations are people.


“Let’s sleep on it,” O said, climbing under the covers they’d made up on the couch.


THE NEXT MORNING, EMMA KNOCKED on the door to Arden’s room. She was sitting on her bed, thinking about her conversation with Ophelia the night before, about the corporation ban. Was it a crazy idea? What would Emma think of it? Before Arden could ask her, she stopped, seeing what Emma had in her hands.


“I was cleaning out the closet.…” Emma hesitated, almost nervously. “I found this jacket of your mom’s, and thought you might want it,” she continued, holding out the jean jacket. Arden did not reach out to accept the denim bundle, knowing exactly what it was. She remembered her mother embroidering the back of the jacket with richly colored flowers. Emma shook out the folds and held it up so they could inspect the handiwork. Arden’s memory of them as garish and flamboyant must have been tinted with teen embarrassment; she saw that the flowers were quite beautiful.


“You’re going to have to forgive her at some point, you know, honey. I know that’s not exactly your strong suit, but you’re only hurting yourself.” Emma’s words were light, but they stung. “You can’t hold a grudge against a dead woman.”


When Arden did not respond, Emma deposited the jacket at the foot of the bed, patted Arden’s knee, and walked out of the bedroom. After a moment, Arden touched a violet flower—a peony, perhaps—with the tip of her finger before shoving the jacket in the back of a dresser drawer. She knew she wouldn’t be able to think straight with that thing around.


“Wait, Gram,” Arden called. When Emma popped her head back in the doorway, she asked, “Were you serious about the foreclosure? Is everything okay?”


Emma’s smile fell away. “I’ll figure something out, hon. I always do.”


LATER, AFTER THE HAM WAS IN THE OVEN, and the pies made, Emma went to take a nap before the big feast. Ophelia had set up camp with her laptop in the living room, researching the ballot initiative process. She had the papers from an old shoebox of Emma’s full of materials for the anti-corporate farming initiative laid out around her. Arden sat at her feet, fingering an old clipboard with a yellowed sheet of paper, lined for signatures. I support passage of a law prohibiting corporations from owning agricultural land in South Dakota, it proclaimed across the top.


“Could we do it?” Arden asked her friend.


“Running a campaign like this is a big deal. It would take a serious commitment of time and effort. I can’t have a repeat of high school, where I barely passed my classes.” She cast Arden a glance, and continued, “Unlike you, I actually have to study. But it would be an amazing learning experience. Not to mention something big to put on my resumé. I’d be that much closer to getting a paying job on a national presidential campaign. Maybe we wait until after we graduate.…” Ophelia chewed on a nail.


“What if I didn’t need to worry about my classes?” Arden said softly.


“What?” Ophelia glanced surreptitiously at Emma’s bedroom door. “If you drop out, your grandmother is going to freak.”


“It’s like a hamster wheel. You borrow money for college so you can get a good job. You need a good job to pay college debt,” Arden protested, getting up from the floor to look out the window. “I don’t want to borrow money from that fucking YouthBank, not unless I know damn well what I’m going to study and what I’m going to do with it.”
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