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As Don spent more and more weekends in Vermont, his daughter Deborah grew concerned. On the phone she asked him, “So, Dad, tell me the truth. Do you have a girlfriend?”


Don paused for a moment before answering. He had actually become monogamous with a prostitute named Casey, but he couldn’t afford the relationship much longer. “No,” he said, “it’s politics.”


“Politics!” Deborah replied. “You never cared about politics. Remember the 2000 election? I was racked with guilt for supporting Ralph Nader and costing Al Gore the election. You didn’t listen to a word I said. You didn’t even care about the legal aspect when the case went to the Supreme Court.”


“This is different,” he said.


“Different how?”


“It’s not about elections or politicians.”


“What’s it about?”


“Freedom, I guess. I’ve been blogging about…”


“You’ve been blogging? When are you going to write another novel? It’s been a year since you’ve made an alimony payment, and Mom is ready to take you to court.”
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It all started back in March. Walking into the 7-11 with his monstrous travel mug, Don went straight to the soda fountain and filled up with Coke, grabbing some Twinkies on the way to the counter.


“Sir, I can’t sell you that,” the cashier said.


“What?” Don asked.


“The soda, sir. There are no more Big Gulps.”


“That’s OK. That’s why I brought my own mug.”


“I still can’t sell it to you, sir. It’s illegal to sell a 64-ounce soda.”


“So just charge me for two 32-ounce sodas.”


“I can’t do that, sir. Not if you’re using that container.”


“How about four 16-ounce sodas?”


“I can’t do that either, sir. If you’d like, you can pour the soda into four 16-ounce containers. Then I can ring them up.”


“No. I did that yesterday. That’s why I brought my mug today.”


“I’m sorry, sir.”


“Come on, buddy, move it along,” said the old man with the newspaper and coffee in line behind Don.


Don poured the soda on the counter, walked straight out of the 7-11, and got into his red ’68 Camaro. Short distances made big differences in the landscape as you drove north in the early spring. By the time he reached the Taconic, the trees were still barren and the grass was more brown than green. He hoped to see some white by the time he reached Vermont.


Don didn’t like to ski, but he had spent some lost college weekends in Killington. This winter had been mild and the snows hadn’t fallen much on the Green Mountains. So his trip found little activity in Killington, just an odd political demonstration. The Second Vermont Republic. Morons clad in hemp. They wanted to secede from the Union, start their own country. As their speeches informed him, Vermont had never been an English colony, and it had actually been its own republic from 1776 until 1791. Now it was time for the Second Vermont Republic.


Walking by The Pickle Barrel, a bar where he had once puked in the bathroom, Don bumped into a knit-cap activist. “Watch where you’re going, man.”


“Sorry,” Don said. “I wasn’t paying attention.”


“Well ya gotta pay attention, man. That’s the problem. Big business and big government are killing us. Small and local, that’s the answer. Everything I’m wearing was made in Vermont. Everything I eat, drink, and smoke comes from Vermont.”


“Sorry, I just meant I wasn’t paying attention where I was walking.”


“Yeah, I know what you meant, man. You’re too busy drinking that big corporate soda. Here, read this.”


Don took a pamphlet and returned to his car, leaving his seat belt unbuckled.
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I don’t know why I try, Don thought. I pretend to relax. I pretend it doesn’t matter, but it just won’t come. I mean it comes sometimes, sure, but there’s no satisfaction, no sense of finality. Just some craggy pebbles at the bottom of the bowl. Nothing to wipe, but I do it anyway out of decorum. Or is it hope? Either way it’s just wasted paper.


That’s the thing about chronic constipation. You’d be willing to endure days of feeling backed up if there were some great release at the end, but no. There is just the occasional paltry product.


“Big Gulps are the new tattoos,” Don blogged. “Poor people are too stupid to be trusted to decide for themselves.” Until 1997 New York had been one of the few places in the country where you couldn’t get a tattoo. When the law was enacted in 1961 tattooing was strictly limited to the lower classes. There was no danger of middle-class kids coming home with visible marks that would kill future job opportunities. Now, though, tattooing was safe and hygienic. “You have a greater chance of getting an infection at the doctor’s office than you do at the tattoo parlor,” Don wrote. It wasn’t the new safety measures, but the new financial interests that changed the law in 1997. The city was losing lots in business and tax revenue because residents had to leave the five boroughs to get inked.


“It’s not enough to tell people that a 64-oz soda has a million calories. They’re too stupid to take the hint. We have to ban the sodas. Never mind that it’s still legal to buy four 16-oz sodas.” Don went on to imagine that a black market in 64-oz sodas would emerge and that it would become the sugar-fix equivalent of tainted heroin and back-alley abortions. “The only solution is to keep gluttony and stupidity safe and legal.” he concluded.


In the comments section, Maxine from New Haven wrote, “In order to preserve freedom, the government has to limit freedom. When people are allowed to choose and do whatever they want, they end up making bad choices that close off the possibility of other future free choices. So the solution is to maximize their overall freedom by limiting freedom of choice in specific situations.”


Lance Tucker wrote, “You can live free or die in Vermont. The government will have to take the soda from your cold dead hand, and the government of the Second Vermont Republic will not try.”


When Don posted his next piece on seat belts Lance was hooked. The government has “no right to tell me that I can’t drive without a seat belt while drinking a 64-oz soda.” Don had gotten a speeding ticket, and the officer slapped on a seat-belt ticket as well. “They had seat belts in cars in the 70s, but no self-respecting teenager would wear them. Seat belts were for old ladies and children. It was a sign of uncertainty to wear a seat belt, an admission that you might crash, an admission that you were not all powerful,” Don wrote. Even the driving instructor eschewed the seat belt. “He’d wear it while giving lessons, but you’d see him drive up without it.” So, in conformist mode, Don hadn’t worn a seat belt in high school, and the force of habit carried Don through adulthood when he bought the car he had always wanted as a kid, a red ’68 Camaro. “Putting on a seat belt felt like putting on a big orange life preserver—an advertisement of vulnerability.” Don knew this was all nonsense. He was an adult, and he knew the dangers he exposed himself to in not wearing a seat belt. After all, “even the world’s greatest driver is still at the mercy of idiots on the road.” It was just a habit he couldn’t seem to break. So maybe the ticket would help him break the habit. Maybe he should be grateful for the ticket.


“You’ve been screwed,” wrote Lance. “You just want to make your own decisions without government interference. And they make you look like you’re some kind of anarchist.”


“Thanks,” Don replied. “It was a wakeup call, that speeding ticket. It made things very personal. I guess it was like the sense of violation that you feel when your house is robbed. It’s not so much the stuff that’s been taken. It’s the sense of security that’s been lost. I knew I was speeding. I didn’t like the feeling of being pulled over by the cop. I was able to work through the adrenaline and follow protocol, producing my license and registration. But when the officer told me that he would also be citing me for failure to wear a seat belt, he might as well have taken his billy club to my tail light and said he was fining me for the broken turn signal.”


“Yeah, you were screwed. You were treated like a dangerous criminal. Meanwhile you were just John Q. Public trying to get home.”


“Yeah, I guess I was.”
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The phone rang as Lorna watered the seeds in her windowsill garden.


“Hello, Mr. Yakimoto. We’re looking forward to your visit to New York. What can I do for you?”


“I do not wish to see Ms. Amber,” he said.


“I understand, Mr. Yakimoto. Kamala has arranged for Angelica to meet you in the lobby of your hotel at eight o’clock.”


“Very good.”


“Please let me know if there is anything else I can do to make your visit more enjoyable.”


“I will,” he said, and hung up.


Lorna pulled her natural blonde hair back in a ponytail, sat on her couch, and checked e-mail. Clicking a link from Kamala, she read about the Second Vermont Republic in the comments section of the Soda Blog. Lorna had no interest in marijuana and secession. Drugs hurt her business, and she stayed away from politics. Vermont might as well have been Greenland as far as she was concerned. Her clients didn’t go there. They went to Vale, Aspen, and other more exclusive ski spots out West.


The SVR said that the little guy was held hostage to the interests of giant banks and corporations that ran the show and were considered too big to fail. If you’re too big to fail and not smart enough to succeed, then that means you’ll get special treatment at the cost of the little guy. “Share and share alike” would be the guiding motto of Vermont after secession. Lorna didn’t like it.
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After constant nudging from Lance and others, Don took up the drug issue on the Soda Blog, as it was now called. “The war on drugs is a failure,” Don declared. Citing statistics and relating anecdotes, Don made the standard case that the federal government is making no progress. Well-intentioned as Prohibition was, it did not stop the flow of alcohol. Where there is demand, supply will find a way to meet it. As with booze, so with drugs. Don stopped short of calling for legalization across the board. Some drugs seemed just too dangerous, heroin for one. But marijuana ought to be legal. He wasn’t advocating the use of marijuana; he was calling for its legalization. Not only would it be safer and better; not only would it allow adults to indulge in a harmless high; not only would it reduce crime; but it would be an economic boon. “Just the thing to jumpstart the economy.” The only conceivable objection was moralistic. But more than half the population, including three recent presidents, had smoked marijuana at some point. So the evil-and-unnatural argument was losing force. The discussion posts came from legalization advocates all over the country, most notably the SVR.


Don did not have a home. He had two-bedroom apartment on the Upper East Side that smelled of emptiness and sounded hollow. His daughter Deborah made a point of calling him regularly and inviting him to visit her family in Hastings, but that felt like the charity that it was—much appreciated and even necessary, but charity nonetheless. So, Don skipped the next weekend in Hastings and drove to Vermont.
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“The envelope feels a little light, Lorna,” said Captain Ryan.


“I assure you, it’s all there,” she said.


“We agreed to an increase.”


“It’s in there.”


Ryan sneered and put the envelope in his trench-coat pocket. He took a sip of his coffee, and slid out from the booth at the Lexington Diner.


“See you next month, Lorna.”


She nodded and looked to her phone. Kamala had sent a link to the Soda Blog piece on the legalization of marijuana. Why doesn’t this guy write about the legalization of prostitution? she thought. Of course she knew why he didn’t. Don Jenkins could write for the legalization of weed without being a biased advocate for his own vice—he could say, “I don’t smoke marijuana and I don’t encourage its use, but it should be legal.” Prostitution would be different. Most of the same arguments could be made, but he would either have to admit that he was a john or be vulnerable to that discovery.


There were lots of Lance Tuckers out there advocating for the legalization of marijuana. The rhetorical question—“Have you no shame?”—was never posed because clearly they had no shame. There was still plenty of shame in the sex trade, though, both on the side of the prostitutes and the side of the johns. People openly acknowledged that they smoked marijuana. It was even chic to say you worked your way through college selling pot, but try saying that you worked your way through college selling your body. Maybe in some circles you could get away with having been a stripper. But a prostitute? No way. It still had the stain of shame. So it wasn’t just a legal issue; it was a public-relations issue. As long as the shame remained, so would the law.
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Federal Agent Webster Daniels began his investigation of the Second Vermont Republic with simple instructions: just gather information. Of course, Rohmer and the guys in Washington didn’t think there was any chance that Vermont would actually secede. They were just concerned with the kind of people who would be involved in such a movement. It might be a bunch of misguided granola-munching hippies, but it might be something more.


Daniels’s southern accent had faded through the years, but it was still perceptible, especially to Northern ears. Most Vermonters did not support the SVR, but they were still not inclined to speak ill of the SVR to a Georgia cracker. People have a right to think, say, and do as they please as long as they’re not harming anyone else. That seemed to be the attitude of the Vermonters who Daniels talked to, even if he suspected that many of them thought the SVR folks were kooky at best, an embarrassment at worst. No one regarded them as dangerous. There was talk of a militia, but there was no active military wing of the movement. They did not plan to secede through force. The plan was to win over the people and vote for secession. Whenever America intervened in a foreign country and whenever government money funded a crony company, the SVR would grow more vocal and organize public protests. And people would think, you know, they have a point.


Don was unimpressed by his visit to the Champlain Valley, despite its rustic charm. Most people on the commune were clueless about the SVR. Vermont as a whole didn’t matter to them as much as the commune, which had been going strong for over thirty years. Lots of faces had come and gone, but there was a definite sense of continuity. And there was progress. Things were a lot easier and more comfortable than they were just five years ago. Some, like Linda, were suspicious and even resentful of Lance’s entrepreneurial activity. But they pulled up short of condemning him because he was a benevolent outlaw. If he had been profiting that heavily with a legal commodity, like maple syrup, they would have excoriated him.


Lance’s agitation for legalization did not sit well. Linda, of course, thought that marijuana should be legalized, but she feared what would happen if it were. The commune’s production was limited by the need to avoid tripping the wires of detection. But if weed were legal, outside money and influence would make the operation so big and so crassly commercially capitalistic as to be unrecognizable.


Despite the mounting tensions, Lance retained affection for the commune and most of the Birkenstock-wearing communeists, including Linda. Still, he would have liked a pat on the back or an “atta boy” once in a while, or, God forbid, a “thank you.” Instead, Linda threw her vast weight around, elbowing Lance out of her way in the kitchen, and scowling beneath her monobrow.


There were torn posters on the walls, dirty dishes in the sink, and big bongs in every room. Don had tried marijuana at parties a couple of times in the ’80s, not so much out of curiosity as out of a need to conform to the rebellious pose struck by his colleagues at the law firm who threw the parties and supplied the weed. It didn’t do much for him then, but it did this time. Things slowed down and the conch shell on the mantle fascinated him. Lance and Linda and the others seemed funny and wise. He could finally see what all the fuss was about. So, while Don’s visit began by looking for the exit, it ended by looking for a return invitation.


Return he did many times over the next six months. That’s what intrigued Agent Daniels and got him the okay from Rohmer to extend his stay in Vermont. What was this writer from New York doing with these whackos? Sure, there was public record of the first connection through the Soda Blog, and there was a bond formed over marijuana and legalization. But Daniels sensed more.


Don began to feel the tensions in the commune during his visits. Lance was doing more and more and less and less, and some people didn’t appreciate it. Officially, the commune had no leaders, but unofficially Lance had assumed authority, and he had several guys working for him fulltime. The profits made the place run and grow, subsidizing the activities and causes of others. Lance wanted to get into direct sales because he lost a piece of the action in the final transaction. But when he raised the issue at dinner Linda spit out her tofu.


“What good could it do?” Linda asked. Chatter at the table ceased.


“Good?” Lance replied.


“Yeah, good,” Linda shouted, putting her elbows on the table. “We already have everything we need. Food, water, shelter, and smoke. And for now we’re not on anyone’s radar. If you expand further it won’t give us anything we don’t already have, and the whole thing may come crashing down on us. You’re already drawing too much attention with that fuckin’ BMW!” Linda lit a cigarette and exhaled in exasperation.


“The business has to grow. In the long run there will be more money for everyone. And the car isn’t mine, it’s ours.”


“Well, it’s funny how no one but you drives our car. And I don’t remember being consulted about what kind of car we should buy. I’m pretty sure I would have preferred a Subaru.”


“The car serves a purpose, Linda. We can’t move among the players in a Subaru.”


“Yeah, but we can warm the planet in a BMW.”


“All right. Remember it’s ‘From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.’ I happen to need that car in order to best serve the commune according to my ability.”


“If you say so, man.” Linda stamped out her cigarette and left the table.


Election season provided an opportunity for the SVR to spread its message, but despite 95% statewide name recognition, the SVR couldn’t get enough signatures to put a referendum for secession on the ballot. Of course they knew that there wasn’t enough support for secession to win the referendum, but a ballot initiative would get national attention and set the stage for a future referendum that could succeed.


The forces that gathered under the banner of the SVR were varied. They all resented foreign wars and crony capitalism, but agreement ended there. Most in the SVR favored a vaguely socialist state in which central planning of the economy and many parts of society would be workable because the scale would be small. But Lance was developing sympathy for the libertarian wing of the SVR, led by Andy Johnson, who wanted government out of the lives of the people as much as possible. The government wouldn’t centrally plan anything. People would be free to plan and succeed or fail on their own.


Law-school professors taught that law and politics were inseparable, but Don had never been a political person. In fact, he never had much interest in the law either. It had been a job for him, not a calling. Don was intrigued, though, when Lance lit another joint and engaged him with the question, “What laws would you establish if you could build a society from the ground up?”


“I don’t know,” Don said. “Some people need to be taken care of, but nobody likes to be forced to take care of another. That’s where the ‘too big’ complaint makes sense. When society is too big, people don’t know one another and don’t feel connected to one another and don’t feel inclined or obliged to help one another.”


“That’s right,” Lance said, as he passed the joint. “Think of the Amish. They don’t accept government aid when they’re sick or down on their luck. They help one another.”


“Yeah, it’s like…” Don inhaled deeply, “as long as people get their assistance from the government…” he exhaled, “they lose sight of where the assistance really comes from…their friends and neighbors. They feel like they’re entitled to it.”


“It’s worse than that,” Lance said, taking the joint. “They resent you, man.” He inhaled and continued, “The more you give them, the more they think you’re taking from them.” He exhaled, and the cloud of smoke lingered in Don’s face.


“You’re right. My ex-wife is like that. Always thinks I owe her something more.”
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She toppled off him with a moan. Don held her tight from behind for a moment before she rolled out of bed and began to dress in the morning light. Overflowing in all parts feminine, Casey was not typical of the girls in Lorna’s catalog, but she was exactly what Don wanted. With a flick of her head Casey tamed her raven mane and bent over to kiss Don. He shuddered with a sense of alarm.


“What’s the matter?” she asked.


“Nothin’, Case. Just got a chill or something.”


“Well, pull up the covers. I’ll see you later.”


“Tonight?”


She nodded and walked away, all boots and ass.


Don pulled up the covers and fell back to sleep.


It had been six months and he wasn’t sure what her real story was. The only thing he knew for sure was that her real name was Casey. Don chose Casey because she was his physical type, and he kept coming back because she liked being in charge. He told her everything about himself, and she told him true lies in exchange.


Casey did not return that evening. When Don called he discovered that her phone number had been disconnected. The pain was physical. Don’s whole body ached like he had the flu. He took aspirin, got into bed, and tried to read.


After a restless night, Don met Lorna at Elite Encounters in Manhattan. The office was small and sleek, black leather couches and a minimalist desk in reception leading to Lorna’s suite with its view of the skyline.


“I love Casey, but I don’t know what happened to her, Don,” Lorna said.


“Is she okay?” Don asked. “Did someone want to hurt her?”


“She’s gone. Her phone number is disconnected, and her roommate says she’s moved out.”


“I see,” he said. Somehow Don knew Casey was going when she kissed him goodbye the previous morning. “Does this happen a lot?”


Lorna looked out the window. Wherever Casey had gone it was beyond the skyline.


“No. Most girls have an exit strategy, but few ever use it.” Lorna turned to face Don. “Please be happy for Casey. Wherever she is, she’s doing what she wants.”


Don winced and shook his head. “What about me?”


Lorna arched an eyebrow.


“What about you, Don? I’m sorry to have to bring this up, but your credit card has been rejected.”


“Well, I guess Casey won’t be collecting anyway.”


“Maybe not, Don. But what about me?”


“Let me take you out to dinner, Lorna.”


She smirked.


“What are you going to pay with?”


“You can pay.”


Lorna was not looking to replace Kent, her beau of the past two years, an investment banker she had met through mutual friends. But Don didn’t talk the way everyone else did. He listened and asked questions, not just flattering questions, but the right questions, questions that took Lorna places she didn’t realize she wanted to go, questions like “So, what’s your exit strategy?”


Don had grown gray in a way that he hadn’t anticipated. It suited him. He had not been at ease as a young man, but at fifty-five he had outlasted the competition who had run too hard too early. What Don got from Lorna was a mystery to her. She thrilled him in bed, but at thirty-five Lorna was not the fresh young flesh that Don had been accustomed to with Casey. Lorna had thought Don sappy and sentimental for getting so attached to Casey, but that side of him became appealing.


Lorna’s future was hopelessly vague. In fact, she didn’t really want to have one. She talked about chalking it all up in a few years and retiring to California, but that wasn’t something she actually looked forward to or planned. The business gave her a buzz, and though she talked about expanding, the truth is that she had nowhere to expand. Lorna could cultivate new clients and keep secrets and perhaps become notorious for the celebrity crowd, but that didn’t appeal to her. She needed to nurture something more substantial. Don validated those feelings and that sense of aimlessness. He didn’t offer Lorna alternatives and he didn’t suggest that she’d feel differently tomorrow.
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Lance was looking at the past through the prism of the present. He had conveniently forgotten what a cynical moocher he had been. Not the best-looking or most charming guy at Middlebury, Lance had a hard time getting action even in the free-love ’70s. So in the second semester of his sophomore year, he signed up for a women’s studies course and put the odds in his favor. Lance was one of three guys in a class of thirty. Some of the women resented his presence at first, but he learned the lingo and made his comments in class strategically. He would wait for a woman to make a political point, affirm what she said and take it one step further: “Not only should women get equal pay, they should get greater pay in the form of reparations for past misdeeds.” He believed none of it, but he said it with conviction. And it worked. Joanne invited Lance to join the commune, and he never once paid for sex, not even in the way most guys do, with gifts, and promises, and commitments. As long as he was willing to let go of a girl and share her with another guy, there was always more for him. The miracle of the fishes and the loaves. It all just multiplied.


The near past was vivid. Lance could remember clearly that yesterday he woke early, had breakfast, read the paper, and talked on the phone for an hour before going to the greenhouses and then meeting with Andy Johnson. But when he thought about thirty years ago it was just a fog. So instead of appreciating the soil in which he took root, Lance resented it. He continued to talk the talk of “keep it small” and “stick it to the man.” But the cognitive dissonance was ringing in his brain.


Morale was low for the SVR after they failed to get their referendum on the ballot. That’s when the internal squabbles began. The messaging was too vague, and the reason it was too vague was that “we’re too vague.” That’s what Brian Downing said. The SVR was a big tent that hosted malcontents of various stripes who favored the ultimate move of secession. To accommodate all those views and personalities, the slogans and press releases had been indeterminate. It was time to get specific. What did they stand for?


As leader of the socialist wing of the SVR, Downing focused their message, “Vermont for Vermont.” The state’s sons and daughters would no longer fight and die in foreign wars. By law, there would be no large corporations. All business would be small and local. There would be no poverty or unemployment. Businesses would pay a minimum living wage of twenty dollars an hour, and Vermonters who did not find employment in the private sector would be employed by the state. Wealth would be redistributed via taxes in accord with Rawlsian principles such that any inequality in wealth would benefit the least well off. Doctors could still be paid more than bus drivers but only as much more as was needed to attract qualified people into the medical profession. The costs of medical care would be set by the state of Vermont, which would provide insurance for all of its citizens. In addition, the price of all consumer goods would be set by the state, and imported goods would be restricted with the “buy Vermont first” policy. Marijuana would be legal, but other drugs would be prohibited. Gambling in state-run casinos would be legal. Carbon consumption would be discouraged by a carbon tax. Meat-eating would be discouraged through warning labels and high prices.


During a speech to a small crowd in a high-school gym in Burlington, Downing amped up the anti-corporate rhetoric: “Mitt Romney was right. Corporations are people. But he forgot to tell us what kind of people they are. They’re psychopaths. Do you know what a psychopath is? It’s a person who is unable to feel empathy, who has no emotional reaction to the pain and suffering of others. So why are corporations psychopaths? Because they feel no empathy for the people they hurt and the environmental damage they cause. They can’t feel empathy because no single individual is responsible for their actions; the responsibility is diffused. Stockholders care only about the price of the stock. They’re not emotionally invested in the company and not ethically invested in seeing the company do the right thing. And corporate executives care only about quarterly reports and stock prices. Their only obligation is to make money for their investors. While the buck should stop with the CEO, it rarely does. All credit flows upward but all blame flows downward. The CEO may make big decisions, but he counts on his team of executives. So he always has plausible deniability. Well, there will be no more plausible deniability in Vermont. Our people and our environment have suffered enough.”


Downing’s speech was recorded and posted to the SVR website where thousands watched and commented.


The small libertarian wing of the SVR was not pleased with Downing’s message and rhetoric. Andy Johnson and others had hoped to work within the SVR to realize their vision, but they had been naive. All they shared in common with the rest of the SVR was disdain for the current system and its power brokers. It’s not always true that the enemy of your enemy is your friend. It’s true that he can be your ally, but all alliances are temporary by their nature. When terms and concerns shift, alliances crumble. So Johnson and the libertarians split off under the banner of the Free Vermont party.


Downing didn’t shed a tear. Now he could distill and focus the anti-corporate message. Only a small percentage of Vermonters worked for publicly-traded corporations, so very few people saw their livelihood threatened by the rhetoric. On the other hand, all Vermonters, like all Americans, had been harmed by corporate greed. So it was a message that resonated. It made sense of what had happened with the economic downturn and it pointed the finger at unlikeable people, those bastards from Wall Street who had pissed on Main Street.
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