Chapter 5  (One of Three fiction chapters)
How Can We Fix American Democracy?

"Are you awake, sir?" 

"Oh, my head! How long have I been asleep?"

"One hundred and fifty-three years, Mr. President." 

"What! What happened?" 

"You were shot, Mr. Lincoln."

"Shot! Well, who are you? What am I doing here?"

"My name is John Altgeld. I have been taking care of you."

"Altgeld! Do I know you?"

"You do now. We have brought you back to save the republic."

"Save the republic? We already saved the republic. Don't tell me those slave holders got their properties back!"

"Hardly, sir. I'm assigned to bring you up to speed so you can save us once again."

"I'm already tired just thinking about it. It wore me out once." Lincoln gestured. "What is that big thick window?"

"It's called high definition television. You can quickly learn what has happened to your country," Altgeld said. "Now don't be alarmed when it comes on with this three-year-old news report." He switched on the HDTV and inserted a Blu-ray DVD.

Two news commentators came on, a nicely dressed bald man and a superbly dressed dark-haired, beautiful woman. 

President Lincoln took it all in wide-eyed. Then a street scene came on, with the beautiful woman interviewing two teenagers discussing gun control. A car approached.

"Good Lord! What's that? Where are the horses? I don't hear steam engines. And what's the black and white on the roads?"

"They're called automobiles—or cars for short," Altgeld said, grinning. "Look, there comes a bus. They hold seventy people with a driver. The streets are paved with asphalt—from heavy oil, sand, and gravel—and the sidewalks are modern concrete. That's a school in the background."

"Dad gummit! That is truly amazing. What happened that they are talking about guns? And the Second Amendment?"

The news commentators began discussing the recent school shooting in Florida, with animated screens flicking by. The bald man gestured to the screen. "A boy with an automatic weapon came to the school and killed seventeen kids and teachers and severely wounded four others. He had a military gun with extra clips. They are discussing gun control and banning automatic weapons." 

An AR-15 with a bump stock and a hundred-round clip came on the screen. "That gun can fire a hundred bullets in a minute. Those are bullets to the right."

"Good Lord! With those, the war would've ended two years sooner when both sides ran out of soldiers."

"And they have guns that can shoot a mile, with telescopes on them. But the problem here is that this kid could buy guns like that. He had several. And there were reports that he had mental problems."

Lincoln blinked. "I don't understand. Do we still have the same Constitution? Can't the country merely repeal the Second Amendment?"

"It's not that easy, sir." 

"What's that?" The president gawked.

"They're called aircraft. It's like a flying bus. It takes a little more than an hour to fly from Chicago to Washington, DC. They can hold more than a hundred people."

"It's stunning ... that something so big can get off the ground! I've got to rest. I can't take any more of this."

"Certainly, Mr. Lincoln. I brought you some books for you to catch up. And here's a cup of coffee." A machine finished steaming, and the coffee emptied into a cup. "Those little containers contain half cream in them. And this cup has cubes of sugar." Altgeld gestured. "There are four sets of reading glasses in those cases for you to try on too. After a while, I want to show you some more truly amazing devices."

"Lordy. I don't know how much more of this I can take." The president picked up three books.

*****

"Ah, I see you're awake again, Mr. President. Here's another cup of coffee and the condiments you liked."

"Where does it come from, Mr. Altgeld?"

"Colombia, Mr. Lincoln. And you can just call me Altgeld."

"South America? You can call me Abe."

"Yes. That country has gotten rich selling coffee ... and drugs."

"Drugs? Like opium? Mr. Roosevelt got rich importing opium."

"No, opium has pretty much gone out of fashion, sir. Except the extracts the medical profession prescribes and hospitals use. And you'd better not mention Roosevelt and opium in the same sentence. Two of his descendants became presidents, and are considered in the top five best."

Lincoln smiled. "You don't say—Where do they rate me?"

Altgeld gave him a reverent look. "Number 1, Mr. Lincoln."

The president looked shocked. "My god! Half the young men in the country died under my presidency! The land was destroyed. People were starving. The Confederates considered me to be a dictator."

"Well, you did reunite the country under one flag. You saved the union and the Constitution. Slavery became illegal, and you initiated the process that tried to free the slaves."

"Tried to free? What happened?"

"Well, sir. It took another hundred years and a freedom rights act. That was fifty-five years ago, and they still are blocked from voting in some Southern states. It's all there in those essays I stacked up for you."

"Yes. I read several. I'm shocked to see there are now fifty states. And Alaska and Hawaii are two of them.  Is that how they say it? Hawaii? Where is it, exactly?"

"Yes, Mr. Lincoln. Your secretary of state, Mr. Seward, bought Alaska from the Russians. It paid us back over a hundred times in gold and oil. And we took the Sandwich Islands from the Brits and renamed them Hawaii. It's a chain of lush tropical islands in the Pacific. Full of Japanese, Chinese, Filipinos, Koreans, Malaysians, and the native people—the ones who survived the diseases, that is."

The president appeared pensive for a minute. "I'm shocked to see we are still using the Electoral College. It appears democracy has eluded this country. We wanted to get rid of it in 1850. And we openly had three parties—four, if you count what was remaining of the Whigs—the Republicans, the Democrats, and the Know-Nothings. What happened to the idea of multiple parties?"

"Well, Abe"—Altgeld cleared his throat when he used the president's moniker—"there have been several times when the country attempted to have them, and some were great ideas, but the rich got control of, or actually bought, the party apparatus. They have manipulated it so badly, we only have two powerful corporate parties. Any politician who doesn't follow their dictates gets squeezed out of the rigged electoral systems. Because of their hidden control, we don't even have good nationwide primary systems—and only a few real runoff elections. Almost no other major country would allow a candidate who didn't receive at least half the vote to take office."

Lincoln scowled. "That would be the easiest thing in the world to fix. And aren't there other countries who are doing it right?"

"Probably fifteen, sir, But the wealthiest 1 percent and the giant corporations own this country. Another 2 percent below them are paid so well they support the 1 percent in the media and do their bidding, especially in Congress. They have rigged the elections by gerrymandering and blocking minorities from voting throughout the country." 

The president continued frowning. "What's this about foreigners interfering in our elections? And what the devil is 'electronics'?"

Altgeld left the room briefly and came back with a computer and a cell phone. When he opened the computer and the screen lit up, Mr. Lincoln threw his hands up and shrank back. From his appearance, it looked like he had seen a snake.

"What in the world is that?"

"It's called a laptop computer. In your day, they could send messages to Europe and half way across North America on wires, by code, and telegraph. This computer and this 'cell phone' are the end result of 160 more years of electronic advances, especially in communications. Abe, you are not going to believe what they can do. We can talk to Americans on the moon."

"On the moon! Good Lord, I lived during the wrong time."

"Back to the presidential election, sir. There are a group of professors, historians, and powerful Progressives who think like you. We call them the intellectuals. They want you to suggest and clarify ideas to fix our governmental system."

Mr. Lincoln tapped his chin with his index finger and thought for a few moments. "They mean the presidential elections?"

"Everything is a mess, Mr. Lincoln. Not only the presidential elections but also the Senate, the House of Representatives, and even state and local offices. But especially the Senate, because it decides who sits on the Supreme Court. The intellectuals are saying that we have a new Confederacy bought and run by the 1 percent. And we are in a new civil war, without guns ... so far."

"Dad gummit! Will we never learn?" The president slammed his hand on the desk. "The stuff that you've brought me to read so far sounds like the Know-Nothing Party of the 1850s."

"The intellectuals are especially worried about the Senate, Mr. President. On one of those essays you will read, you'll see that three giant states together have 78.8 million people. They have six senators. Twenty of the smallest and least populated states have 79 million people. They have forty senators. And they all are pretty much aligned with the New Confederacy. They are voting on Supreme Court appointments that are largely selected indirectly by the wealthiest 3 percent.

"They say the number of senators is not the problem. But Wyoming, North Dakota, and Arkansas, with a total of 4.5 million people have two senators each. And so does California, New York and Illinois, with twenty times more people. They say that the system devised in 1792 is obsolete and needs to be corrected."

"Yes, I can see that," said Mr. Lincoln. 

Altgeld signed on to the computer, and when an image came up, he tapped a few keys. "This is the way it looks now, Abe. That is the shape of the states. And those are the populations."

Lincoln gasped and stared in amazement.

"Here. I'll go it one better, sir." He brought up Google Earth and showed the president what the country looked like from space. Then he zoomed in on individual states, and finally, cities. "Watch this." Altgeld zoomed down to the streets, then down to individual houses. He tilted the picture until they could read addresses on the front of the houses.

"Stunning! We can do this. But we're using electoral processes from 1792. Unbelievable."

"Well, Mr. President, that's what they want you to fix."

Lincoln leaned his head back and closed his eyes. After a few moments, he asked, "So how do we get ideas into the present system?"

"The intellectuals have quite a few contacts in the Senate, House, state governments, and the court systems. We can debate ideas, refine them, and feed them to selected expert officials, top senators, and representatives. With their allies and working groups, and friends in the media, they can figure out how to go about changing laws. They are beginning right now by reversing some of the gerrymandering."

"Yes. I read about that. That was a problem when I was a young congressman."

"Let me show you how serious the problem has become, Mr. President." Altgeld pressed some keys on the computer, and after several seconds, a map of Ohio came on the screen. 

"Quite a few states have problems with gerrymandering as serious as Ohio's. But their fourth district is one of the worst:" 
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"Good grief! No wonder democracy is under threat. That is a terrible example of manipulation. And you say there are many states that have similar examples like this?"

"Yes, Mr. Lincoln. This must be addressed before we can have a real democracy."

*****

"Wow! Did you read all seventy of those essays already?" Altgeld stared at the stack.

Lincoln snapped the coffee maker shut and pressed a button. After half a minute, coffee began running into the cup.

"And those four books also. I don't understand why this generation is having so much trouble having fair elections. From those books and essays, Americans must be the most well-informed people in the history of the world." 

Altgeld laughed. "They call it information overload, sir. People are saturated with the latest news, buried with technical details, and overwhelmed with having to make a living. Most of the population are so tired after eight hours of work they merely stare at their televisions incomprehensibly. They watch sports or dumb sit coms or old movies to escape their boredom and lethargy. Few people have enough energy left to read anything detailed or analytical or intellectually challenging. And they are easily manipulated into watching programs that touch sensitive areas, like good jobs or Mexicans coming across the border or young black men rioting or moving industrial jobs to China. Those programs are designed to hit their 'anger buttons.'"

Lincoln considered that for a few moments. "I saw them talking on those phones they have in their hands. It seems like a lot of people have them." 

"Yes, Mr. President. They are part of the problem. They have a good and necessary side to them, like conveying emergency information, calling for help, and sounding warnings. They are very convenient for looking up detailed information. Personal phone calls are extremely popular. But a lot of people spend hours a day on nonsense calls that have little value or may even be merely gossip. And they spread phony information deliberately disseminated by the mostly wealthy-owned media. All that adds to the information overload."

"So it's a matter of intelligent selection from a vast pool. Is that correct, Altgeld?"

"And filtering out what is necessary. The intellectuals say this is intentional. It is referred to as 'noise.' They say the media—meaning television, radios, and personal phones—are intentionally saturated with disinformation, nonsense, and propaganda. There are hours of ads on the media that are outright half-truths. A large portion of the population have a hard time digging out truth and real information."

"It's amazing, Altgeld. We had way less information to deal with. It was well analyzed. Conclusions were reached. But it was easier to dig out what was truly important."

"So, Mr. President, have you arrived at any suggestions for the intellectuals, to pass on to policymakers?"

Lincoln nodded. "I have given the Senate a lot of thought and reviewed the historical information. It and the courts are the most dangerously malfunctioning. The Founding Fathers understood the concepts and hazards well, the shortcomings, and giving too much power to the aristocracy, which was themselves. But they had a bias against the farmers and working people. They were concerned about too much democracy—power in the hands of the people. They wanted the power spread as much as possible—that's the purpose of the six-year staggered terms for senators. But it's no accident that the Senate looks like what the intellectuals refer to as the New Confederacy. After all, nine of the first twelve presidents were slaveholders. Three more were patronizing toward the Southern aristocracy.  Their selections controlled the courts for seventy-five years.”

"Nine of the first twelve! I hadn't realized that. What does that tell you?"

"Jefferson and some of the slaveholders in the South were extremely clever."

"Have you reached any conclusions about how we can fix the system, make the elections of senators more democratic?

"Well, you're going to have a severe battle, because of the big money involved. But the number of senators is not a problem—one hundred seems about right. And many of their procedures and committees seem democratic and appear to work well in practice. However, they seem to be owned. And that's because it's too expensive to run for office. There's way too much free money in entrenched wealth. And I understand it's getting worse. Your corporations have far too much money and too much influence on the political system. You will not regain democracy until you get these problems fixed."

Lincoln cleared his throat. "Among the reading you gave me was a description of the Federal Reserve System. I winced because we had a decades-long fight with the financiers...and it appears they won. For instance, they were going to charge us about 25 percent interest for loans for the Civil War. We printed 'greenbacks' instead. The present Federal Reserve is not really a federal system. It's privately owned by the financiers. But I noticed a good idea in the details—twelve Federal Reserve Districts.

"You could have twelve similar Senate districts, with eight senators from each district. Six-year terms is a good idea, staggered like they are now. The twelve new districts could be arranged by common interests and purposes, like, say, a New England district; a Midwest farm district; an oil district comprised of Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Kansas; a Progressive western district made up of California, Oregon, Washington, Hawaii, and Nevada; the old 'coal' and 'Rust Belt district'; the old Southern states like the Carolinas, Georgia, Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama, etc. The final twelve districts should be somewhat balanced in total population. That would be a lot more democratic than what exists now. Senators would generally represent an almost equal number of the population.

"But the most important thing is to get private money out of the elections. They need to be publicly funded on publicly owned television stations and covered by public media only. If we had publicly owned and publicly funded media, they could sequester all of the lobbyists, another serious problem.

"Now I believe there are people smart enough to phase this system in, but the big wealthy elite would have their fingers in the pie. It should be done, what we used to call cold turkey, all at once during a relatively calm time."

Altgeld smiled. "We still use that expression, sir."

Lincoln smiled back.

"Well the other major problem is political parties—specifically Republicans and Democrats. They have way too much power. They manipulate and control elections. Multiple alignments, like what they have in Europe, is much more democratic."

"Elections are way too long. Four primaries over four or eight months with equal public media coverage is adequate.

"Here is how I think it could work. The first Senate primary might have as many as twenty-five candidates from each of the twelve districts. Each candidate would be allotted equal public air time. They would not run under a party banner. But the public would know by their views whether they were libertarian for small government, environmentalist, Progressive activist government, old-line Conservative, classic Liberal, worker-union-oriented, neo-conservative, Socialist, or Fascist." Lincoln grinned. "I had never heard some of these classifications back in my day. 

"The first primary would be allotted the most preparatory time so the public could get a good feel for the candidates' views, say, ten weeks. For the final eight Senate seats, from each district, the thrust would be to narrow the number of candidates down to, perhaps, fifteen in each district, for the second primary." 

The president excused himself to use the restroom.

When he returned, he said, "Those new toilets are amazing. Pull a handle, and everything is gone. Then there's warm water to wash your hands. Now where was I? Oh yes, the first primary was just held. The top fifteen or so district candidates would advance to the second primary to be held in two weeks. If an additional three candidates from a district were rising in the polls or becoming better known, they would have the option of remaining in the running. After vigorous debates and individual press conferences, the second primary could winnow the candidates down to about twelve per district. But populous states like California, Illinois, Texas, Florida, and New York would be limited to, say, four seats within their senatorial districts. Over the next four weeks, the last two primaries would be held, selecting the final eight candidates from each of the twelve districts. 

"The candidates would receive their term durations by how many popular votes they received, six years for the top three, four years for the next three, and two years for the last two. The succeeding elections would reinstate six-year terms."

"Very good, Mr. Lincoln. I can see why they rated you as the best president."

The president stroked his beard and appeared pensive. "At least the Senate would be democratic. And after a few years, so would the courts."

"You have something else on your mind, Mr. Lincoln."

"I can't get my mind around the electronics, the Internet, and especially hacking. From what I've read, it seems like our elections can be manipulated ... and extensively. I'm afraid I can't condone the outcome if I don't feel the result is what the people wanted and voted for, that these computers may have changed the outcome, even if it was only in small regions. It could affect the whole outcome. I agree with some of those essays. The electronic systems are a grave danger to our democracy."

"Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir. There are movements in several states to get electronic voting out of the elections and have only hard paper ballots submitted, in strictly controlled electoral environments. The states that presently do some of this have the most believable and fair outcomes. Now I have something to show you. I have been recording everything you said. And it is being converted to words on the computer."

Altgeld rotated the computer and showed the president his entire dictation."Now watch this." He printed out the whole morning's talk on a printer.

Mr. Lincoln appeared dumbfounded. "With this at your command, the world should have the most democratic systems ever."

"Absolutely, Mr. President."

*****

"Stunning, Mr. Lincoln." Altgeld handed the president coffee, sugar and cream. "You read all sixty essays on the computer in four hours. I don't know if I can keep up with you."

Lincoln looked up. His eyes appeared yellow. "I'm tired. That screen must be hard on the eyes." He accepted the coffee mug and spoon, added half-and-half and a sugar cube, then stirred. "I have given the presidential election of 2016 a lot of thought. You know, there are more than fifteen countries in the world that have better conceived elections for the top office than our country. On top of that, if the public wants to replace the leader in those countries, they do it. They call for new elections. Not one of those fifteen countries would have allowed President Trump to remain in office. And I wanted to ask. How do they know those polls are correct? They constantly put him at under 45 percent. In Britain, France, Germany or Switzerland, he would have been out."

"Yes, sir. It's pathetic. Our intellectuals are in anguish about it too, Mr. Lincoln, trying to figure out how it can be changed. They maintain that three elections since 2000 have been manipulated. And they understand that the financial elite are behind this situation. That they use the New Confederacy state politicians to ram through their covert policies and get their selected judges installed. They even manipulate the census and then gerrymander voting districts so people of color can't or won't get fair representation. Even though the New Confederacy has only forty-three percent of the population, it holds almost two-thirds of the seats in the government and has a major influence in the courts. These are powerful forces, sir."

Mr. Lincoln's lips tightened into a thin line. "They have identified the problems. They absolutely must solve them, or we will never have a democracy." He took a drink of coffee and stared at the liquid. He rose and stretched. "I must empty my bladder."

Altgeld watched the man amble to the restroom with reverence. He straightened a stack of papers and arranged the latest books on the desk.

"How do you select those books?" Lincoln asked when he returned.

Altgeld put his open hand to his chin. "A mixture of the top recommended books by professors and the most popular recent best sellers, including some fiction."

"I must compliment you on the selection, and very much so on those essays. It's stunning how many brilliant scientists and logical scholars there are now. Yet they can't seem to crystallize policy action to overcome the moneyed interests. And it appears those interests are worse now than they were in my day."

Altgeld looked up and tapped his chin. "So have you been bringing your thoughts together to make exceptional suggestions?" 

"Yes. But I can say with conviction that the present situation is a crisis as bad as it was in 1860. Probably worse ... with climate change. And what was so stunning then was how the plantation owners and slave holders got all the country boys and farmers to fight and die for them. By the hundreds of thousands! It was common for a whole community or township to lose all of their men and boys in one battle. 

"Interestingly, it was the Negro slaves who understood the larger picture."

"Good observations, Mr. President. The concept of a New Confederacy and a new civil war are relatively recent additions to the discussions. Where should we start to address the problems?"

"I have studied the public's resistance to the Vietnam War and what became known as the early twentieth-century Progressive Era—and the opposition to the wealthy and large corporations, such as Standard Oil of New Jersey. They managed to break up that Rockefeller Trust into thirty-seven companies by 1911. That was impressive. We need to marshal forces like they did on those occasions.

"There were various small-scale movements in my day. Such as President Jackson's conflicts with the bankers. And we had ours. Secretary Chase and I went to New York to plead for money to conduct the war. My stomach was churning on the train all the way back to Washington ... at the financiers' brazen arrogance. Boys were already dying. And they wanted 25 percent and more for the loans to fight the war! We were so furious we cut them out. 

"Back then, I contacted an old friend, Colonel Dick Taylor from Chicago, and put him in charge of financing the war. He came up with an ingenious solution. Have Congress pass a bill to authorize printing full legal tender treasury notes. We paid soldiers with them, bought weaponry, and financed trains. We printed $450 million worth right off. The government also sold low-interest bonds to the public, to obtain the money it needed for the war.

"Even after the Confederacy withdrew from the union, the bankers and financiers owned much of Congress. I managed to find this old cartoon from the late 1800s that conveys reality. It was referred to as 'The Bosses of the Senate,' depicting corporate interests—from steel, copper, oil, iron, sugar, tin, and coal to paper bags, envelopes, and salt—as giant money bags looming over the tiny Senators at their desks in the Senate Chamber."
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Altgeld nodded thoughtfully. "They have always been the problem, haven't they, sir?"

"Yes. They manipulated for control as soon as the republic was established. And few of them ever died for it. After the election of 1864, they had shifted power in Congress to their side again. We intended to use the same system of money creation to finance reconstruction and expansion to the west after the war. Also, to pacify and bring the Confederacy back into the fold with jobs and reconstruction. 

"About that time, there appeared an article in the London Financial Times warning against what we were doing. It basically stated that 'if this mischievous financial policy, which has its origin in North America, becomes entrenched, then that government will furnish its own money without cost. It will pay off debts and be without debt. It will have all the money necessary to carry on its war and commerce. It will become prosperous without precedent in the history of the world. The brains, and wealth of all countries will go to North America. That country must be destroyed, or it will destroy every monarchy on the globe.'"

"Stunning," said Altgeld. "Their financial philosophy right where the public could read it."

"Yes. But even then, without the press concentration you have today, only scholars, intellectuals, and revolutionaries read those expositions in the Times."

"Well, what have you come up with to give us direction?"

"I have thoroughly studied and researched this problem. Three principal events consolidated my thinking on the subject. First was the Sherman Antitrust Legislation from July, 1890."  

"Ah yes,"—Altgeld nodded—"It was intended to hold back or even break the emerging farmers organizations and worker-union movements."

"But President Roosevelt, the first one, used it to break up some giant corporations. That is one of the forces that must be used to reverse the power of the trusts—er, they merely refer to them as corporations, today. 

"The second event was the creation of the Federal Reserve in 1913. After the crisis of 1908 and the scare, the financial elite and bankers wanted a government lender of last resort. They intended to own it themselves, but unlimited public resources would only be used by them during a crisis—for insurance. Part of the public might catch on. Because additionally, that system would be used to allow the bankers and financiers to create nearly all new money and credit. The North would have lost the Civil War if that system had been in place then. 

"The Federal Reserve must be totally owned by the federal government—the American people. Nearly all new money and credit must be created by the government, not private banks, for the benefit of all Americans."

"Today, there is something better than greenbacks, which we used to support the Civil War. The 'trillion-dollar coin.' This is a solution that can break the backs of the financial elite once and for all. Along with a people's central bank, America could have a true democracy." 

Lincoln leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

After a few moments, Altgeld asked, "What was the third event, Abe?"

Lincoln stared at the caretaker and raised his eyebrows. "Ferdinand Pecora's investigations. The second Roosevelt appointed him as federal prosecutor in 1933. He prosecuted some of the major bankers and financial manipulators of the 1920s. Pecora was truly a professional. The moneyed elites were afraid of him. He was responsible for a number of them being indicted, but, at the least, resigning their positions."

"How does that apply, Mr. President?"

"President Obama should have appointed the equivalent of Mr. Pecora in 2009—in fact, several of them. There should be six or seven-hundred financial manipulators and bankers in prison right now. By the late 1930s, they disappeared from public view. Their patriotism was under scrutiny. That should be the case today." 

"There is a powerful undercurrent today, Mr. President. With the teacher strikes and the revolt of young people against the NRA after the Florida and Las Vegas massacres, exposure to what the ultra-Conservatives are doing—tax cuts for corporations and the top 10 percent, more deregulation of banking and finance, appointments of their friendly judges and administrators, filling government positions with their cronies. The millennials and young adults who have remained living with their parents into their late twenties, struggled with unemployment and low-paying jobs, and contended with a general lack of non-boring jobs are sympathetic to revolt. They watch the environment deteriorate with severe storms, dying coral reefs in the oceans, and increasing wildfires while the government is filled with fossil fuel companies' paid-off politicians who amend laws and replace benevolent, expert scientists. They see benign administrators forced from long-held positions. 

"A large percentage of school teachers see what's going on, sir. The surviving unions are marshalling their forces, waiting for the moment to act in concert. Many women are tired of being exploited sexually and receiving lower pay. They resent the NRA filling Congress with angry white men and having so much power, especially in state government legislatures. 

"These forces for change resent the fact that the country wastes so much wealth on stupid wars that kill so many of our promising young people, mutilate tens of thousands, destroy families, and leave the world wondering how America could have changed so much since the 1950s and early 1960s." 

Altgeld crossed his legs and rubbed his chin. "But it's the loss of good-quality, high-paying jobs that have tipped the balance, Mr. President. Many of the angry men and women were affected and distressed by the loss of jobs when the Midwest suffered from the movement of highly skilled jobs to Mexico, and then to China and Vietnam. Then they watched while the remaining creative jobs were negotiated away with 'trade agreements' for 'free trade.' Remaining jobs are near minimum wage for semi skilled jobs, such as hamburger flippers, checkers in markets, pizza delivery workers, hair stylists, grocery baggers, cinema ticket salespersons, Uber drivers, and landscapers. Diminishing city and state tax bases strangled those governments, leaving school districts underfunded, teachers underpaid, and public employees fighting for their unions while struggling to maintain levels of pay in competition with a surplus workforce of emerging youth. 

"I don't understand why we can't marshal these forces, Mr. President, to counter the power of the financial elite."

"In my day, Altgeld, the slave-holding plantation owners of the Confederacy aligned themselves with a significant segment of the financial elite, especially with the New England bankers. It was that immoral alliance that really brought on and sustained the war." Mr. Lincoln's lips quivered. He squeezed them together. "Sorry ... so many people died for slavery and states' rights...for such a terrible cause." 

"Pardon me for saying it Mr. President, but with the climate crisis, over population and political confrontations, it's as serious today."

Mr. Lincoln knotted his jaw muscles for several seconds. He nodded. Clearing his throat, he said, "yes, it is as serious. It's difficult for me to believe that it could have come to this. We thought we had rectified the problem once and for all."

"Well, sir, the intellectuals were hoping that you could come up with some workable plans. They think these crises call for immediate action. And this time, you don't have to deal face-to-face with the obstructionists. You can be like a wizard behind the curtains, orchestrating the whole scene."

Lincoln grimaced. "That doesn't sound democratic. Will we be as bad as they are?" 

"Look at the bigger picture, Mr. President. Our purpose is to save democracy from some of the same sinister forces that threatened the Union from the first day of its existence. But now they are threatening the entire planet. We are not sure exactly how to pull that off, sir. It's not that we don't have intelligent people in good positions or that there are not enough excellent ideas. What we need is direction on how to pull it all together. Think of it as a huge chess game." 

"I'm tired, Altgeld. And I have all those questions buzzing around in my head. Let me sleep on it."

"Certainly, sir." 

*****

When Altgeld entered the office, he smiled as Mr. Lincoln sipped on his coffee and pressed the down key on the computer.

"Have you been thinking about the presidential election anymore, sir?"

"Ah, Altgeld, good morning. I had my best sleep in days. And I was thinking exactly about the presidential elections, but specifically about the 2016 election. I ran across that famous quote by Dr. Albert Einstein."

"Which one was that, sir?"

"He said he got his best ideas while shaving in the morning. But he said he asked himself the pertinent questions repeatedly in the mirror over several days. You know the mind can't avoid questions. That's why they have to be clear and important, not jumbled and rambling."

"So what questions have you been asking yourself, Mr. President?"

"I have been asking myself why the financial political elite, with foreign help, got away with manipulating the 2016 elections. When you consider it, it seems absurd. Parts of the government and the 'intelligence agencies' knew they had been interfering for several years. They could have blocked the false media, stopped voter restrictions, eliminated the electronic machines from voting, and used paper ballots. After all, we used these methods in Iraq and Venezuela and even forced those countries to have UN oversight. No one can tell me we couldn't have had democratic elections. Our elections were stolen, with a lot of smart people watching."

Mr. Lincoln stroked his beard and then took another drink of his coffee. "I ran across my quote to Congress from 1864 among the reading:

"The money power preys upon the nation in time of peace and conspires against it in times of adversity. It is more despotic than monarchy, more insolent than autocracy, more selfish than bureaucracy. I see in the near future a crisis approaching that unnerves me, and causes me to tremble for the safety of our country. Corporations have been enthroned, an era of corruption will follow, and the money power of the country will endeavor to prolong its reign by working upon the prejudices of the people, until the wealth is aggregated in a few hands, and the republic is destroyed."
