
Chapter 21 
Presidential Press Briefing - March 2037 

"I know you've got lots of questions,” said the press secretary, 
rummaging through a sheaf of papers, “but just a few business 
items first.” 
The daily press briefings were televised but few of the reporters 
paid attention to the cameras. The print reporters were looking for 
good copy. Occasionally, one of the network reporters would 
grandstand in order to get some airtime on the nightly news. 
The gaggle of reporters had been quite noisy, but now they settled 
into relative silence. They respected the woman in front of the 
room. Not so long ago she'd been a reporter herself. Maya 
Andressen was quite tall, and always well dressed. As a 
correspondent, she'd won a Pulitzer at the LA Times for her 
reporting on the 28th Amendment. She had a knack for providing 
simple explanations of complicated issues. Some said she'd used 
her exotic good looks to get ahead, but most understood that good 
looks didn't get you a Pulitzer. She was a bit Hawaiian, some black, 
a bit of Indian, and slightly Asian.  
Andressen began speaking. “This morning the president will be 
meeting in the oval office with a group of Girl Scouts here in 
Washington for the National Girl Scout Leadership Conference. 
You know that youth leadership is a topic close to the president’s 
heart. Then she's having lunch with union leaders and some rank 
and file union members regarding efforts to raise the federal 
minimum wage. Okay, that's it for the president’s agenda, now let's 
get down to questions." She looked out over the collection of 
reporters and pointed. “Lisa, you go first.” 
"Lisa Simmons, USA today. Thanks, Maya. The president has said 
many times that she opposes a trade deal with China. And yet, she 
seems to be going along with California's creation of a Pacific Trade 
Zone. How does she reconcile this seeming contradiction?” 
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"The president does oppose a trade deal with China. She believes 
that this deal will only strengthen an aggressive and authoritarian 
China. She has stated that the dangers are even greater now that 
Taiwan has opted for reunification. Constitutionally, however, the 
president’s hands are tied. She cannot interfere with American 
citizens who choose to form a corporation, and she can't stop this 
private corporation from executing a trade deal with a foreign 
nation. The Supreme Court has made it clear that such agreements 
do not violate the commerce clause of the Constitution. The 
administration must live with the court’s decision even if they don't 
agree with it.” 
The reporters in the room called out their questions although they 
knew that the press secretary would only answer questions from 
the reporter she called upon. The sound was not unlike that 
produced by a classroom of unruly school children. 
“Mary, how about you?” 
"Thanks Maya, Mary Knoll, Wall Street Journal. Some are saying 
that there's a big difference between the Alaska fishing agreement 
with Russia and a trade deal between the PacZone and China. 
Doesn't this kind of trade deal fall under the purview of the 
Department of State? Isn't this trade deal something that the 
administration would want to challenge in the courts?” 
"The Attorney General has looked at this question and has 
determined that the issue has already been decided by the courts. 
There's nothing to be gained by relitigating the issue.” 
“A follow up, Maya.” The other reporters were already shouting 
questions. “Sure Mary, go ahead.” 
"Is this really a decision for the Attorney General? Surely the 
president would want to make this decision.” 
The press secretary had a reputation for maintaining her 
composure. "We at the White House believe in an independent 
Justice Department. The Attorney General has made his decision 
and President Ocasio-Cortez intends to abide by it. Let's move on. 
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Joe?" 
"Joe Taudrey, Fox News. I have a question about the Girl Scouts.” 
There was laughter in the room. Even Andressen had to smile. She 
felt as if she was being bludgeoned with questions about the trade 
deal. Taudrey had no intention of asking about the Girl Scouts, but 
the press secretary appreciated him lightening the mood. 
Taudrey continued. “Isn't it true that Governor Musk is calling the 
shots here. Is the president really going to be coerced by his threats 
that California would secede?" 
Although the press secretary kept her cool, some exasperation was 
showing around the edges. This was because the question cut close 
to the truth. It was likely that Ocasio-Cortez would have to bend to 
Musk’s threats. Polling on the issue suggested that few wanted to go 
to war to keep California in the Union. 
"Joe, the President of the United States is not going to be coerced 
by anyone. Secession is against the law. Anyone promoting 
succession is in violation of the sedition act and will be prosecuted 
by the Attorney General's office. Any state that attempts secession 
will be met by the full power of the United States armed forces.” 
"And Musk didn't suggest secession during his meeting with the 
president?” 
“Had he suggested that,” said the press secretary, “he would have 
been arrested. 
Maya Andressen didn't like lying but she wasn't a reporter 
anymore, this was her job. Governor Musk was not a tactful person. 
He had not avoided using the word secession in his discussions 
with the president. And he had not been arrested. 
“Tony, you're up.” 
"Thanks, Maya. Tony Truss, Saint Louis Post Dispatch. Polls are 
showing that the American people would prefer to let the west coast 
go than fight a civil war. Why try to keep California in the union if 
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they want to do private trade deals? Isn't there a risk that other 
states or groups of states will want to do similar trade deals?” 
“You’re making me repeat myself, Tony. The Supreme Court has 
spoken. The language of the commerce clause does not prevent 
individual states from making trade deals with foreign nations. It 
would take a constitutional amendment to change that. The federal 
government will continue to make foreign policy, but states are free 
to trade with who they want. The Supreme Court has determined 
that this is the law of the land, and the president intends to abide 
by that.” 
“But isn't regulation of trade an important tool of foreign policy?” 
“It has been,” said the press secretary, “but we all have to accept 
change." 
“Ralph?” 
“Ralph Lowry, Washington Post. Maya, some see the formation of 
this new corporation, the PacZone, as a model for how America can 
move forward. Is the administration planning measures to 
encourage the formation of additional zones?” 
Maya Andressen stared at the man. She knew what everyone else in 
the room knew, and what everyone in Washington knew, that 
Ralph Lowry was having a— hard time. Some were calling it a 
breakdown. 
Andressen answered tactfully. "Well, Ralph, the president really 
wants to stay neutral on this issue. States are free to negotiate trade 
deals with foreign nations and no one is challenging their right to 
form corporations. The president is remaining entirely neutral on 
this issue. I don't anticipate that she will be speaking out either for 
or against such activities, and that's entirely appropriate. It’s an 
issue that's already been decided by the Supreme Court.” 
“But why not encourage the formation of these new corporations? 
Congress hasn't been able to pass a single piece of legislation this 
year, and America appears to be losing influence in the world. The 
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formation of regional trade zones could give the economy a boost.” 
There were times when Andressen was sorry that she’d taken the 
job and wanted to be back in the press room. This was one of those 
times. The last thing she wanted to do was debate Ralph Lowry on 
the issue of corporations in America. She and the president both 
saw corporations as strangling the nation, and the PacZone looked 
like a further move in that direction. Corporations were responsible 
for a wealth gap that widened every day. The president had been 
speaking out about the disappearance of the middle class, holding 
large corporations responsible. 
"As I said, Ralph, the president intends to stay entirely neutral on 
the issue. So, let's move on.” She quickly recognized another 
reporter before it Lowry could speak. “Elaine, how about you?” 
Lowry looked around the room and appeared disoriented. After a 
moment he sat down. 
“Elaine Hansen, CBS news. Maya, let me ask you what happens if 
Kansas makes a wheat deal with Iran.” 
“Elaine, don’t you want to ask about the Fed rate hike?” 
Hansen smiled. “No, my editor doesn't care much about rate hikes.” 
“Well, you know my answer.” The reporter looked as if she didn’t. 
“We don't deal in hypotheticals,” said Andressen. 
Hansen nodded. She'd heard that one quite a few times. 
"Ask me again if it happens.” There was some chuckling in the 
room, but a number of the reporters thought it was possible. 
“When it happens,” one said under his breath.
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