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			“What they fear, however, is less the end of the world per se as the end of their world…” 

			Evan Osnos

		

	
		
			 

			It is a rite of passage, and like all such initiations, it carries its share of violence and suffering. This is her first attendance in person at a State of the Union address. Destiny is seated in the fifth row of the right-hand section, facing the imposing three-level rostrum, behind which hangs the American flag. At the top left, the stars against their ground of blue, on the right the red stripes pointing down. It is a source of pride for her, to be here, now. It had been a surprise everyone, including her, when California’s electorate chose to send her to the Senate, probably in hopes that she would counterbalance the president whom they did not support, but whose victory was all but assured in most other states, from the Old South to the Industrial North, including a number of New England’s Democratic strongholds.

			That had been back in November little more than a ago, as fires destroyed what remained of the woodlands north of San Francisco following another devastating summer. Hundreds of houses had burned, the region’s schools had been forced to close for almost two weeks. The human toll had been frightful, including forty-seven young firefighters who perished in the blazing inferno. 

			The electoral campaign had hinged on the climate emergency, which was fast becoming a matter of life and death. The leaden depression that blanketed America seemed to weigh even more heavily on California and the Pacific Northwest, probably because that’s where the fantasy of a solution founded in human intelligence and understanding had found the most purchase. 

			It was also California that had had furthest to fall… All those gorgeous Hollywood images, all the determined legions of messianic celebrities, the unlimited flows of capital gushing from multinational overlords of the digital sphere, and the technological innovations of Silicon Valley—none of it had been able to budge the climate one iota from its unhinged trajectory… it was all reduced to an amorphous jumble of impotence, vanity, and defeat. Collapsologists crowed that they’d been right all along, although it ensured them but the fleeting glory of doomsday prophets, at best. For the most part, the soothsayers had taken no more action than those who denied that climate change was real. History would judge them both alike. Some such self-proclaimed visionaries had tried to use the confirmation of their predictions as a springboard to political careers. Indeed, Destiny’s main opponent in the Senate race had been one of these. A lawyer dedicated to lost causes, a vanguard environmentalist, vegetarian and local champion of animal rights who, after preaching in the desert for so many years, sought to reap the returns of his foresight from the comfort of a chair.

			Destiny’s story had been fairly ordinary up until now. Her father, a computer-science engineer and youngest child from a household of progressive Philadelphia Jews, had been the only one of the family’s quartet of boys to heed the siren song of the digital revolution rather than the swiftly fading rhythm of Wall Street. Meanwhile, Destiny’s mother, a successful TV scriptwriter, was a Latina whose parents had crossed the border illegally just before her birth. Born in Palo Alto on June 2, 1994, a graduate of the Harvard Business School, Destiny started her career like most of the brightest youth of her generation: at a start-up, shuttling between real life and digital mirage. Bringing about a better world had not figured amongst her goals. She had dreamed only of a happy life. Happiness at any cost. That had been something you could still imagine in 2020: a perfect family, two kids, a dog, a rewarding career, a lovely home on the bluffs of San Jose, your only fear that the San Andreas fault might yawn and swallow your sliver of paradise.

			Ten years on, she had it all: love, power, money, recognition. Children were the only item from her list unchecked; she had blinked, as she freely admitted. Meanwhile, Fate, advancing in the shadows, had other plans for her besides a cliché of American success. Five years earlier, Destiny had taken the reins at a different start-up, a highly innovative company that had developed a sophisticated system for preventing forest fires. By combining sensors on the ground with drone or satellite surveillance and artificial intelligence, it was possible to anticipate the start of a blaze and to simulate their burn pattern with a head-start of several hours to implement the most effective firefighting strategies. 

			When she took over at the company, it was little more than a design firm employing a dozen people. In a few short years, Destiny had turned it into an extremely profitable smoothly operating machine, with subsidiaries in Brazil, Australia and Russia. She hired the very best engineers and developers and successfully conducted two rounds of capital fundraising from investors seeking environmental impact in addition to financial returns. Effectively suppressing a rash of forest fires that broke out in Alaska in 2026 had catapulted her company into the headlines. Time Magazine included her on its list of the 100 most influential people. Madam President invited her to visit the White House. California’s multinationals, as well as those from China, offered her preposterous sums for shares in her company. She fought them off with brio. She wanted to stay free. That’s when her friends urged her to join the Senate race. A political career embraced her, rather than the other way around.

			This is Destiny’s first attendance at a State of the Union Address, and yet a feeling of déjà-vu at the proceedings hangs over her. The ceremony has remained unchanged for over a century. It was in 1913 that Woodrow Wilson decided to reinstate this annual address to the Nation, which Founding Father Thomas Jefferson had found both vulgar and far too close for his taste to the throne speech once pronounced over the former British colony. 

			Suddenly, silence falls over the room. In theatrically solemn tones, the Deputy Sergeant at Arms announces the president of the United States of America. The assembled listeners rise as one, the very picture of a blessed unity. We are the people… seem to affirm the 535 members of Congress, Senators and Representatives convened together for the occasion. 

			The president enters the room via a side door on the left of the amphitheater, shaking a few hands in passing, then casts his glance around the room to gauge his audience. Is the atmosphere friendly or hostile, attentive or indifferent? This event is his only chance to enter the Congress without authorization, as dictated by the separation of powers. For him too, it is a trial by fire, his first State of the Union Address. He is fully aware of the importance this moment holds. He has prepared for it, training like a professional athlete. Slowly, he moves towards the rostrum’s central lectern. Above him, the Speaker of the House looks out over the room, her gaze ever so slightly condescending. There, Destiny has a clear line of sight. She tries to make eye contact. 

			Like every year, the president’s speech is to be broadcast live. Pundits have predicted a record audience and national television networks have cashed in with record ad sales for such an event, with rates barely lower than during the last Super Bowl. Their demand that a commercial break be inserted in the middle of the speech to further increase revenues was, however, rejected by the White House. 

			At the lectern, the president enjoys a moment of silence. He is an impressive man, a perfect embodiment of the eternal pioneering spirit as one might imagine it—a conquering immigrant, hale and fit, come from across the ocean to accomplish his destiny, wresting virgin lands and inhospitable wilderness to his will. From his six-foot-two-inch stature and his broad, powerful shoulders to a face that might have been carved in granite, with steely blue eyes gleaming out of a tangle of facial hair, everything about his physical presence bespeaks power. 

			His election was something of a return to America’s roots. Three of his predecessors had, each in a different way, been sociological milestones for the country. Barack Obama had been the first black president, Donald Trump the first president to be openly populist, racist and hostile to liberal ideas, disconnected from the bipartisan political edifice that had structured American politics for two centuries. And lastly, C. had been the first woman to occupy the Oval Office. In between, Joe Biden’s tenure had felt like a brief inconsistency, a flutter already relegated to the footnotes of History. 

			These last five terms have been like a pendulum swinging to a slow beat, an indecisive back-and-forth, pulling America between fervent openness to the world and paranoid closure. And thus we hang now, suspended between the two traditional temptations that have dominated US politics since the early twentieth century. The president’s first year in office failed to provide clues enough to anticipate the direction in which he planned to take his administration. It was all contradictory signals, vague declarations, and surprising geopolitical rapprochements. Will he continue the cooperationist policies of the flamboyant lawyer who preceded him, or return to the narrowminded nationalist rhetoric expounded by one of her predecessors? 

			No one knows. Except Destiny. She has fallen into the habit of expecting the worst and convincing herself that it will still fall short of reality. This morning, she took the Metro to Capital South and climbed the Hill from the station on foot. The snow had almost entirely melted, but a few traces remained on sidewalks and rooftops. When she is in session in Washington, she stays with a friend who keeps a room for her in her spacious Georgetown home. She’s a fellow Harvard alumna who works for a lobbying firm. “A necessary evil,”she is wont to say, to shut people up. Destiny has the means to rent a comfortable apartment downtown, but she enjoys the company. The two of them never talk politics, doubtless because they both feel a darkness falling. It hardly requires a crystal ball, all you need do is open your eyes—the worst is already upon us. 
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