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			Advance Praise for Obvious in Hindsight

			“If you want to know what politics and tech are really like and you want to laugh, this is your book. Bradley gets it right and makes it fun.” 

			—Gary Vaynerchuk (commonly known as Gary Vee) Serial Entrepreneur, Chairman of VaynerX, CEO of VaynerMedia, CEO of VeeFriends, and 5X New York Times Bestselling Author

			“No one in America is better positioned than Bradley Tusk to write an entertaining and biting satire of what happens when politics collide with government and both collide with the tech industry and its opponents. Obvious in Hindsight pulls the curtain back—enjoy the ride.”

			—Mike Bloomberg, Founder and CEO Bloomberg LP, Three-Time Mayor of New York City

			“This dazzling comic stew of power, policy, and tech reads like Jonathan Swift trapped inside a pinball machine, but Bradley Tusk keeps piling up authentic human insights alongside the laughs so that the more outrageous it becomes, the more real it feels. It’s a must-read if you live in the actual world with other people.” 

			—Steven Soderbergh, Filmmaker, Director of Ocean’s Thirteen, Erin Brockovich, Traffic, and Magic Mike

			“Bradley Tusk wrote the best kind of book: a rollicking propulsive satire about power so dark that you take assurance in the label of ‘fiction,’ even though, really, you know every page is truer than you could imagine. We don’t yet live in the time of flying cars, but Bradley already looks at the world from a bird’s eye view—revealing exactly who we are with caustic and incisive wit.” 

			—Brian Koppelman, American Showrunner, Co-Writer of Ocean’s Thirteen and Rounders and Co-Creator of Showtime’s Billions 

			“The way politics actually works—especially local politics—and the way most people think it works are often two very different things. I don’t know when we’ll actually have to decide whether to legalize flying cars, but Tusk’s take on how it’ll go down is probably right.” 

			—Reverend Al Sharpton, Civil Rights Leader, Founder, and President of the National Action Network (NAN)

			“If good fiction is a reflection of the known world, then Obvious in Hindsight is something even more impressive—a rare glimpse of the world behind that world, where the real power is wielded, the real fortunes amassed. With a Sedaris-like penchant for humor and a Tom Wolfian knowledge of the Zeitgeist, Tusk’s satiric tale of a flying car start-up gone awry is a story only he could tell. But to call it satire isn’t quite right, because time and again its ingenious absurdities skew a little too close to plausible, resulting in something entirely new: a rollicking thriller, a riotous comedy, and a not-so-subtle warning to the complacent among us: it’s time to start paying attention.” 

			—David Goodwille, Author of Kings County and American Subversive

			“A funny, eye-popping novel about what it would take to get flying cars off the ground (literally) and into the skies of, say, New York City. Bradley Tusk pulls back the curtain on tech start-ups to reveal the money-driven, highly conflicted characters operating behind the scenes: loan sharks and CEOs, FBI agents and venture capitalists, pundits and politicians. Who is pushing innovation, who is slamming on the brakes... and why?  A fascinating read!”

			—Amy Poeppel, Author of The Sweet Spot, Musical Chairs, Limelight, and Small Admissions

			“Obvious in Hindsight is a brilliant, biting political satire that pulls back the curtain on government, politicians, Big Tech, and lobbyists—and reveals just how absurd the system really is. It gets a whole lot funnier—and maybe even a little scary—when you realize Tusk has spent a lifetime around politics. This is like if Schoolhouse Rock actually told the truth about how a bill becomes (or doesn’t become) law. If you want to know how the system actually works, read this book.”

			—Rob Hart, Author of The Warehouse and The Paradox Hotel

			“Obvious in Hindsight gives readers a peek into the world of the political consultants trying to help push the future forward, while managing the often (ahem) strong personalities of their visionary clients. It’s fun, fast-paced and entirely believable to anyone in the startup ecosystem.”

			—Connie Loizos, Silicon Valley Editor of TechCrunch

			“Beneath the satire, the humor, and the flying cars, Tusk nails how politics really work. If you want to understand why politicians make decisions and what you can do about it, read this book.”

			—Corey Johnson, Speaker of the New York City Council, 2013–2021
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			NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

			Look, I don’t know you. I don’t know what you believe in. I don’t know where you live, what you care about, or who you voted for in the last election (assuming you even vote to begin with; statistically speaking, you don’t). But I know you’ll agree with this: America’s politics are completely, wildly, devastatingly broken.

			I spent the first fifteen years of my career working in city, state, and federal government—in the executive and legislative branches and running political campaigns. I’ve held jobs ranging from Mike Bloomberg’s campaign manager to Chuck Schumer’s communications director to four very long years as the deputy governor of Illinois. I saw it from every angle. I have since spent the last dozen years working with tech startups, beginning with running the campaigns nationally to legalize Uber, and then creating my own venture capital fund that invests in early-stage startups in highly regulated industries.

			When you need something done in government—at any level—you have to understand what motivates the people you need to persuade. The good news is they’re all solely focused on one thing and one thing only—reelection. Ninety-nine percent of politicians are desperately insecure, self-loathing people who can’t live without the validation of holding office. They will never prioritize solving any problem ahead of reelection. Ever. If they did, we wouldn’t have school shootings. Or an opioid epidemic. One out of every ten Americans wouldn’t go hungry. Our roads and bridges wouldn’t be on the verge of collapse. (Feel free to insert your own catastrophe here.)

			That’s a sad thought but not completely hopeless. Because if you can make politicians believe that doing what you want will help them win their next election, or if not doing what you want could cost them the next election, your chances of getting whatever it is you need done—passing a bill, blocking a bill, promulgating new regulations, preventing new regulations, securing government grants, landing lucrative contracts, receiving permits, even getting the city/state/feds to look the other way—are actually pretty good.

			That’s what we’ll see over the next 312 pages or so of this novel. How decisions are really made. How the tech community uses politics to legalize its products, and how the tech community also sometimes misunderstands politics and watches their startups go broke as a result. My hope here is to share with readers one of the few things I know with 100 percent certainty to be true: every policy output is the result of a political input.

			Flying cars may seem fantastical, but they are actually not that far away at all. Over 117 startups are working on the idea right now. They’ve already received over $8.4 billion in total investment from venture capitalists like me (though not me specifically in this case). Flying cars are coming a lot sooner than you think. So are the political battles to allow them and to stop them. Here’s how one (fictional) flying car startup approached the problem.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Brooklyn, NY

			1 MetroTech Center

			Lisa Lim emerges from the F train at MetroTech Plaza in Brooklyn and braces her jacket against the biting January wind. She looks down at her phone. The first thing she notices is the usual array of missed calls, texts, and voicemails whenever she loses reception for even a few minutes: Her lobbyist in Tallahassee updating Lisa on the Seminoles’ mounting opposition to her client’s lottery privatization bill. A state senator in Nevada asking Lisa to raise $50k for her next campaign. A reporter in Columbus wondering what Lisa knows about threats from the owner of the local hockey team to move to Fresno if the city doesn’t pony up for a new arena.

			An instantaneous response pops into her head for each one, but lately she’s been trying to do her work a little differently, be more thoughtful and a little less reactive. Not go all in on whatever task is directly in front of her. So she pockets her phone.

			The second thing she notices, which makes her forget all about the first, are the people dressed up like birds.

			Dozens of them mill around outside 1 MetroTech, a gray, blocky building that looks like a half-finished Lego set.

			It’s New York, so weird shit like this happens all the time—normally, it’s why Lisa loves living here. When she was a kid growing up in Alexandria, Virginia, mid-morning gatherings featuring human beings decked out as Australian king parrots and toco toucans didn’t tend to happen all that often.

			The problem is, the birds are here for her.

			More specifically, for her client.

			Lisa is meeting Susan Howard, the founder and CEO of FlightDeck—a heavily funded and much-hyped flying car startup. Susan is here to record the first media hit for their campaign to legalize flying cars. Because dealing with security at MetroTech is even more painful than most office buildings—and from what Lisa can tell so far, anything involving Susan seems to be inherently painful—Lisa figured that meeting Susan right outside the building would reduce the chances of a run-in with the invariably annoyed security guard at the desk who just wants to read his Daily News and be left in peace.

			The bird-people certainly complicate things.

			As Lisa scans the crowd for Susan, she notices a sign held by a lady in a richly textured yellow-and-black goldfinch costume. “The sky belongs to birds—not tech oligarchs!” Next to the goldfinch is a particularly fetching flamingo with shapely legs, and a costume that seems too tight and thin for the cold weather. “Say no to privatizing our skies!”

			There are dozens more, but she knows none of them are pro-flying cars.

			This can’t be good, she thinks, as she finally spots Susan furiously pacing right outside the lobby, seemingly unbothered by the cold. She has AirPods in both ears, hands moving wildly, unquestionably yelling at whoever’s on the other end of the line. Susan doesn’t seem to notice the giant birds or the angry signs. Which is probably for the best before appearing on a top-rated podcast that’s widely influential with female listeners in the coveted thirty-two-to-fifty-four age range.

			Lisa heads over to Susan, who holds up a finger in the universal signal for “give me a minute.” Lisa points to herself and mouths, “Lisa! From Firewall! For the podcast!” She points frantically towards the top of the building as if it’s the universal signal for “I’m here to make sure you don’t fuck up this podcast.” Whether she understands or not, Susan nods and then resumes yelling into her phone.

			Lisa heads into the lobby, politely gets their passes from the front desk, and waits for Susan to join her, using the free 164 seconds to catch up on unread Signal and Telegram messages. She considers, for the third time that week, whether she should re-download Hinge or Bumble, but decides not to. Given all the idiots she’s met so far, the effort alone in putting together a decent, up-to-date profile takes more time than it’s worth.

			Susan canceled the first call to prep for the podcast and then didn’t show up for the second. Lisa thought she might quickly try to brief Susan before they enter the studio, but Susan seems more interested in yelling at people. Susan used to have an in-house communications person who, in theory, could have helped keep her on track. She’s had several, actually. Each one of them quit within months. After one former comms employee broke her NDA and spilled the beans on Glassdoor, filling the role has been challenging.

			As they exit the elevator, Rachel Culkin-Ramirez, the host of Leaning In, Branching Out, breezes into the reception area, reusable polypropylene coffee cup in hand, wearing the uniform borrowed from New York’s private-school stay-at-home-mom mafia: gray camo Lululemon pants and a new, but deliberately faded, Nirvana T-shirt under a black James Perse hoodie.

			“Hi guys!” Rachel says, ushering them down the narrow, maroon-carpeted hallway and into the recording studio. “Thanks so much for doing this. Susan, I am such a huge fan. I’ve been following your career ever since Bad Shit Insurance. So impressive. Such a good idea. Really excited to have you on the show.”

			Even though Susan didn’t bother with the briefing, the flattery should help her performance, Lisa thinks. And if she’s raised over $80 million from sophisticated venture capitalist types, she must know what she’s talking about, right?

			Susan beams, always eager for affirmation, and finally pockets her phone. “Thanks so much for having me. Ever since it leaked last week that we’re almost ready to launch, there have been so many misconceptions about what we’re doing. All we want to do is give consumers the coolest and most meaningful technology since, I don’t know…probably since the hoverboard.”

			Rachel nods sympathetically as they step into the cozy recording studio, which is decorated with posters that Rachel probably finds motivational and Lisa finds a little pathetic. One is simply a picture of a desert vista with the word “Motivate” written underneath. What the hell does that even mean? Motivate who? The camels?

			“That’s why we’re here today,” Rachel says, putting on a pair of chunky black headphones. “We’ll clear all that up. Our audience is mainly women like us seeking career guidance and inspiration. Stories like yours are really popular. And look, this is all very informal. Super casual. Should be the easiest interview you ever do.”

			Lisa heads over to the window to check on the circus below. The protest keeps growing. By her very rough estimate, the crowd is now more than three hundred strong, despite the frigid mid-January temperatures. The speaking program is underway. Lisa can’t hear them clearly from twenty-three floors up, and she needs to know what they’re saying. She signals to the producer that she needs to head out for a moment, steps out into the damp maroon hallway, jumps onto Facebook Live, and finds the protest.

			The goldfinch lady is at the podium, spewing hellfire. “They’re destroying our planet, piece by piece! Species by species! Thanks to the wonderful people who brought us climate change, there are already three billion fewer birds in the sky. Three billion! And now this? All in the name of what? Flying cars? Take the subway! I mean, tell me this: are people even supposed to fly?”

			The crowd roars back the desired “No!”

			“Whose sky is it?”

			“Birds!”

			“Who are we fighting for?”

			“Birds!”

			“If flying cars win, who loses their God-given right to fly?”

			“Birds!”

			“So let’s hear it! And let’s make sure that vicious predator Susan Howard up there hears it too. One! Two! Three!” The entire crowd—including a guy in a black-and-yellow cockatoo outfit doing cartwheels—starts yelling, “Ca-caw! Ca-caw!”

			Jesus, Lisa thinks, this is even worse than the electric scooter protests of 2019.

			She hustles back into the studio as they’re starting to record. Fortunately, so far, it’s just been softballs.

			“So did you always know you wanted to be an entrepreneur?” Rachel asks.

			“Absolutely,” Susan says. “Really for as long as I can remember. I started wearing my mom’s HBS sweatshirt—that’s Harvard Business School, obviously—when I was five. Once her parking lot company grew into a billion-dollar, multinational business, I knew I wanted to follow in her footsteps. But with my own thing.”

			“Tell me about your first company.”

			“Bad Shit Insurance?” Susan feigns surprise, though it’s not clear for whose benefit or why. “The idea was pretty simple. It came out of a group project in my Advanced Entrepreneurship and Innovation course in business school. Wharton. Based on wherever you were traveling, you could buy insurance on-demand for whatever bad shit could happen to you. Earthquakes. Flight cancellations. Fjord explosions. All with dynamic pricing. We were using behavioral economics to set the pricing to maximize revenue in every situation. Even had two of my b-school professors on the advisory board.”

			“And you could purchase the insurance when you were booking your trip?”

			“You could purchase it anytime you wanted, from anywhere in the world. All from your phone.”

			“I’m a little embarrassed to admit this,” Rachel says, “but full disclosure, I got Montezuma’s Revenge on spring break in Cancun during my junior year at Michigan. Should have dry-swallowed those Excedrins instead of washing them down with tap water. Spent half the trip in the bathroom. It would have been nice to get some of that money back—”

			“Of course it would have been,” Susan interrupts. “You know that. The entire venture capital community up and down Sand Hill Road knew it. But all these imbecile regulators somehow couldn’t wrap their heads around it. It was just too innovative, too unconventional, too intelligent, quite frankly, and I know I probably shouldn’t say this—”

			“Say it!” Rachel commands.

			Lisa winces. Whatever it is, please don’t say it! she thinks. But she already knows there’s no way Susan doesn’t take the bait—even if she had shown up for the briefing.

			And she does. “Okay, I will. Honestly? They were in the tank for the industry. The big insurance companies started complaining to the regulators because they didn’t want new competition and we got shut down in twenty-seven different states. We got screwed by corruption. The entrenched interests. Regulatory capture. Rent seeking.” Susan likes throwing out vaguely abstract terms that make her sound smart.

			Occam’s razor, the Pareto principle, the Fibonacci sequence, and Sturgeon’s law are her go-tos. She incorporated all four into her TEDx talk.

			Susan pauses for effect. “But we’re not making the same mistake with FlightDeck. No way, no how. We are not going to just sit around and naively assume again that the politicians and regulators are looking out for the consumer. We understand how the game works now. That’s why we hired the smartest, sharpest, most ruthless political consultants out there. And that’s why this is the year we make flying cars legal.”

			As soundbites go, that could’ve been worse, Lisa thinks.

			Rachel tilts her head gravely, as if she too has given deep consideration to the politics and regulation of flying cars and come to the same conclusion. “So when did you come up with the idea for FlightDeck, your flying car startup?”

			“Well, after we wound down Bad Shit Insurance, I took a few months off with my then fiancé to hike the Outback. No guide, obviously. Defeats the whole purpose. That was the trip before the trip where, if you go by the official Disney standards as detailed on their SEC legal disclosures, I set the record for the most theme park rides in one day—even though they still claim that the Swiss Family Treehouse is an attraction and not a ride. They’re wrong. Now I have to come up with some other way to get into the Guinness Book of World Records. So annoying.” Susan shakes her head, filled with sorrow and empathy for herself.

			The cries of “ca-caw” suddenly get louder. Rachel looks up, confused. “What is that?”

			“What’s what?” Susan asks, though Lisa can’t tell if she doesn’t hear it or she’s just ignoring it. “Theme parks? You know. Places with rides. And merch. Like Disney. Busch Gardens. Knott’s Berry Farm.”

			So much for getting along with the host, Lisa thinks.

			“I mean that noise,” Rachel says. “From outside. It’s so distracting.”

			She’s right. Despite being on the top floor, the sound of the protest down below is getting louder.

			Still hoping to salvage the interview, Lisa tries to play it off as nothing. “Oh, you know. Just the usual malcontents complaining about the future. Nothing important. We can ignore it.”

			Rachel gets up, takes off her headphones, and walks to the window. “Who are those people? And what are they wearing?”

			No one speaks for a few seconds. It’s clear to Lisa that Susan has finally realized something bad is happening twenty-three floors below.

			Susan breaks first. “Their fear is our inspiration.”

			Lisa tries not to roll her eyes.

			The din keeps growing.

			“It’s pretty loud,” Rachel continues. “I don’t know that we can—”

			“People have been dreaming about flying cars for nearly a century,” Susan tries. “Imagine soaring—”

			Rachel shakes her head. “I don’t think it’s going to work. It’s too loud. It’s going to interfere with production—right, Ralph?”

			For the first time since they entered the studio, the producer sitting in the glass booth across from them moves, taking off his headphones, which sends his long gray hair cascading around his shoulders. “Sound quality is definitely gonna be a problem,” he says with an unmistakable Long Island accent. “We should reschedule.”

			“No!” Susan says a little too loud, not wanting—never wanting—to leave a sale half-made. “This is a recording studio, isn’t it? Didn’t you have it soundproofed? That’s standard industry practice.” Susan, of course, has no idea about standard industry practice for podcasts, or pretty much anything else, but she knows that when she says something with authority, people usually believe it.

			“We’re on the twenty-third floor,” the producer says. “Noise from the street usually isn’t an issue.”

			The protest keeps getting louder.

			The window-washing platform is now level with the studio window. Rachel screams as the guy dressed as a cockatoo yells, “Ca-caw! Ca-caw!” and pounds on the window, hard enough to shake the glass. The window washer’s hands and feet are bound. An older man with kind eyes, he’s struggling against his restraints and looks terrified.

			This just went from not-great to oh-fuck real quick, Lisa thinks. “You know what, Ralph?” she says to the producer. “You’re right. Why don’t we reschedule? Rachel, I’ll text you.”

			She grabs Susan and hustles her out of the studio and back to reception. When they get in the elevator, Lisa hits B for basement. She has no clue where the basement leads, but there’s probably a back door somewhere. It may set off a fire alarm or two, perhaps even cause the entire building to be evacuated in the middle of the workday, but anything is better than direct engagement with the bird mob—a confrontation that would be filmed and uploaded to YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram within nanoseconds.

			Lisa watches the numbers on the display tick down, half-expecting the doors to open on a mob of birds.

			“I wish Carol were here,” Susan says between the eleventh and tenth floors. “Her kid’s strep throat is ruining everything. Again. Fucking kids.” Susan shakes her head in dismay.

			Carol? Lisa thinks. “Who’s Carol?”

			“My executive coach.”

			“Oh. She usually travels with you?”

			“Of course.” Susan seems surprised by the question.

			Lisa knows she should stop here, but she can’t resist. “How often do you see her?”

			“Every day.”

			“Every day?”

			“Every day.”

			Every day, Lisa thinks. Susan pays someone to hang out with her and tell her positive things about herself every day. That’s next-level insecurity. That makes most of the politicians they manipulate seem secure.

			When the elevator reaches the basement, the doors open to an underground garage. As Lisa, holding Susan by the elbow, looks around frantically for the exit, a white Escalade with dark tinted windows rolls up. The backseat window slides down.

			Nick Denevito, the CEO of Firewall, and Lisa’s boss, sticks his head out, a big grin plastered on his “handsome for politics” face—which is, admittedly, a very low bar. But together with innate charm and at least the appearance of money, it’s more than enough to generate a steady stream of notifications on Raya.

			His eyes narrow on Lisa, noticing the mustard stains on her jacket. “Did you work the morning shift at the hot dog cart?” His tone says he’s joking, but Lisa still winces. Offhand barbs from Nick aren’t new, but even after four years working together, the mild insults still always cut through, at least a little. Even though she knows Nick would say that he’s just fucking around because he’s fond of her, she still has to get through each day.

			Nick addresses both of them, bringing Lisa back to reality. “This is amazing! The protest made it on CNN. You can’t buy this kind of press. Jump in!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Los Angeles, CA

			FlightDeck HQ

			Yevgeny cups his hands around his mouth and raises his voice so he can be heard throughout the cavernous FlightDeck space—half open-concept cubicles and half airport hangar/ testing lab. “She is unhappy with the prototype again! She says one more explosion and we are all going to be rotating tires and doing oil changes at the local gas station. Her words, not mine!”

			He’s met with a few shouts of “What else is new?” and “Please fire us!”

			Most of the crew—the ones who aren’t distracted by work or lost in chunky headphones—pantomime doing a shot. Murmurs of the same refrains and drinking game come a few seconds later from the stragglers on the lab floor.

			Yevgeny Kolnikoff, FlightDeck’s heavily bearded, even heavier-set chief engineer, had hoped for fewer jokes and more hustle, but at this point, everyone is bone-tired trying to make this flying car thing work.

			He briefly wonders if he would command more respect if he switched up his wardrobe—give up the Fear of God jeans, the limited-edition Supreme hoodie, and the silver-and-white Jordan 4s in favor of something more business casual.

			But that isn’t really his style. Yevgeny likes to forge his own path.

			Like when he gave up code monkey work and came to the U.S. from Estonia on an H-1B visa in 2009 to take a job at Boeing in Chicago. It wasn’t long before he realized that only a masochist would choose to live in a city with eight winter months over Southern California, so he moved to Los Angeles for an engineering role at SpaceX.

			At first, the money was incredible, more than he ever dreamed of. Then he realized the engineers who’d gotten there only two years before him now owned partial timeshares in chalets at Zermatt and had (albeit Tuesday–Thursday only) access to mid-range domestic trips on NetJets. As employee number 5,347, he was never going to catch up.

			But he distinguished himself enough to get his name circulating around town, and when Susan offered Yevgeny the chance to come in on the ground floor at FlightDeck, he jumped.

			On his first day, after seeing how little actual technology stood behind Susan’s compelling narrative and vision, he worried that he’d made a mistake.

			Six months later, he knew he’d made one.

			The problem was, he didn’t know where to go from there: he’d already quit his job at SpaceX, bragged to everyone he knew that he’d be a billionaire by thirty-five, and moved into a way-too-expensive three-bedroom/two-and-a-half-bathroom spread in Santa Monica overlooking the water, not worrying about depleting his savings because so much money was just around the corner.

			To her credit, Susan gave him the budget to hire the team he needed. And for a while, things were good. They were making tangible progress on a weekly basis, solving difficult problems like lift-off velocity and landing gear applications. Nothing made Yevgeny happier than crossing items off the long to-do list written in bright orange on the big white board hovering ominously in a corner of the lab.

			Until they ran into the sensory problem.

			If you could fly a car in a completely empty sky, the tech might work as is. But the sky is loaded with birds, airplanes, helicopters, drones, kites, and a dozen other risks and irritants. And if a flying car can’t sense or detect any of them, that flying car probably won’t make it to its destination in one piece. And while self-driving cars are starting to make real progress with LIDAR technology, Yevgeny and crew haven’t figured out yet how to apply it to the air.

			Yevgeny needs a breakthrough. Fast. It’s not like Susan’s patience has worn off, because she never had any in the first place, but the daily beratings have been getting nastier and more personal as the problem goes unsolved. Yevgeny keeps hoping to reach the mystical Carol and have her whisper a few magic words to rein Susan in, but the executive coach remains elusive.

			The good news, he thinks, as he tries to reassure himself after Susan’s latest diatribe, is that even if they can’t fly more than a few feet before hitting something and careening to the ground before erupting into flames, the cars at least look pretty cool.

			The latest model, which the team unofficially dubbed the Quinjet—after the tactical aircraft that carted around the Avengers—sits gleaming in the middle of the lab. It looks like a military cargo helicopter, only with more rows of leather seats, more landing gear, a coat of shiny black metallic paint, and FlightDeck’s logo of a person of indeterminate gender wearing giant angel wings emblazoned everywhere.

			The aesthetic is like Soho House meets the Israeli Air Force, even though the engineering team nearly doubled the car’s weight capacity to account for the likely girth of many of their far-less-chic American passengers, especially once they start offering a cheaper version of the product to middle America, which, as Susan likes to say, is where the scale and real money is.

			His only regret is not making the cars smaller and sleeker. They tried, but there wasn’t enough room for the fuel cells. Something they can figure out by the third or fourth generation, like how the iPhone went from an oblong chunk of metal to a smooth, slim slice of glass.

			Despite Susan’s promise to her investors that the product would be ready in full by the end of Q1, so far, looking cool is all they really have to keep the board from plotting to unload their shares on the secondary market.

			Yevgeny thinks back to the first conversation he had with that political consultant from New York, Lisa L-something. He knows it started with an L because she had the same kind of comic book name alliteration as Peter Parker and Lois Lane. The firm has a weird name too…Firewall. He googles “Lisa L Firewall” and her name pops up. A quick search of her posts shows that she must know what she’s talking about. Four years as a top staffer in the U.S. Senate, running communications for Dianne Feinstein. Three in the governor’s office of Virginia under McAuliffe overseeing legislative strategy. Ran six successful House races across the southeast for the DCCC and one winning mayoral race in Charlotte (her bio doesn’t list the campaigns she lost). Made the move to New York and to consulting around four years ago.

			Lisa had reached out soon after her firm signed the contract to run FlightDeck’s campaign to legalize flying cars. She said she wanted to understand the product better, but Yevgeny could tell she was looking for more than Susan’s word.

			Yevgeny started the call like Susan taught him for all conversations with outsiders: say whatever you think they want to hear. But unlike their investors, Lisa seemed unconvinced. “Really? What Susan said is true? You guys will be able to launch self-flying cars in any city in just a few months?”

			Yevgeny knows nothing about U.S. politics, but he guessed her radar detector for bullshit was probably pretty sharp. A little unsure what to say, he started dissembling instead, not quite wanting to lie to Lisa, not quite wanting to risk getting himself in more trouble with Susan. “You know, mostly? Still some kinks to work out, ay?”

			“Uh huh,” Lisa replied skeptically.

			“This is how it always goes. It is pretty common in tech. Every day it is tricky, tricky, tricky. Then, one day, you figure something out and that makes you realize something else, and that leads to another thing, and then all of a sudden, you are there.”

			“Moore’s law,” Lisa replied, invoking the oft-cited principle in Silicon Valley that a relentless focus on innovation and experimentation allows the speed of computing to double roughly every two years, meaning that no technical problem is truly unsolvable.

			Shit, Yevgeny thought. She kind of sounds like Susan.

			But then Lisa posed a direct question that Susan would know to never ask. “You think you’re on the verge of a breakthrough then? Something we can work with publicly?”

			“Maybe. I hope so. Probably. I think.”

			“Like in three months? Because that’s what Susan keeps promising just about everyone we talk to. Launch by the end of Q1. That’s right around the corner.”

			Yevgeny didn’t respond, so Lisa kept pushing. “What would happen if you tried to launch by late March?” she asked.

			Lisa clearly wasn’t going to fall for Susan’s fake-it-till-you-build-it routine. So Yevgeny figured he might as well try something new, maybe even kind of revolutionary in tech: complete honesty. “Based on where we are today? Crash and burn. The sensors.” He smashed his two fists together to illustrate the point, even though they were on the phone, just like little kids do.

			Then he tried turning the tables. “It is not just us. I mean, could you meet Susan’s deadline for all your political things? Legislation and whatnot? I bet we are not the only ones behind schedule.”

			Trying to out-spin a topflight political consultant never works. “Dude, that’s on you—it all depends on when you can get us a functional prototype,” Lisa said.

			“And once we do, you will make it legal everywhere? Like that? So easy?” Yevgeny snapped his fingers for effect.

			“Everywhere right away? Of course not. This is a major normative shift. We do it by building support step by step. We’ve done it before. Helped legalize ridesharing and online sports betting. Got medicine prescribed via text. Reformed worker classification. We even stopped the Butler’s Union from requiring that all iPhones come preinstalled with on-demand valet services.”

			Yevgeny thought he read something about those butlers in TechCrunch.

			“But,” Lisa clarified, “we need something to work with. Maybe we don’t have to take every City Council member on a test flight, but asking them to legalize something that doesn’t exist is a heavy lift. Even for us.”

			Yevgeny paused. “Well, hopefully we will have something very soon” was the best he could offer.

			Now he wonders if he never should have taken Lisa’s call. Going down a political rabbit hole in Estonian Eesti would be hard enough for him. Despite twelve years of intensive classes and lessons, what are his odds debating her in English?

			Then he realizes it might be an opportunity.

			Maybe Lisa could convince Susan to stop overpromising so much. Maybe that even gets FlightDeck and Yevgeny’s many stock options back on track. It is optimistic, but it is something.

			Then he could stay in the overpriced three-bedroom and successfully play the role of self-made big shot when his cousins visit from Tallinn in July.

			Yevgeny sighs.

			He looks at the floor of the main lab and sees the latest version of his badass flying car that can’t stay airborne for more than fifty seconds without crashing into something and plummeting to the ground.

			The visual alone gives him angina.

			“Hey boss?”

			Yevgeny turns to find his assistant, Bryon, a slight, nervous kid who, on a good day, seems to be shrinking into whatever hoodie he’s wearing. Today, the hoodie is emerald green and it looks like he’s disappearing into a black hole. Yevgeny vaguely wonders if the kid is afraid of him or another crash.

			Probably both.

			“The new sensor system is calibrated,” Bryon says. “The team thinks we’re good to go for the next attempt.”

			Yevgeny nods. “Then let us get the Quinjet in the air.”

			And, he thinks, let’s hope it stays there.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Somewhere over Nebraska

			Chartered Private Jet

			“What do you mean they have a few valid points?” Susan asks Nick. “They’re the enemy! How can they be right about anything? Do you think my mother made her fortune by letting the other parking lot guys walk all over her?”

			Nick sighs into his empty rocks glass. It’s never fun talking to a brick wall, but at least when the brick wall has money, it comes with perks (a typical startup founder isn’t chartering jets before the company goes public, but Susan’s family already has a plane). Especially when your first flight was in the middle seat of the back of the plane next to a bathroom with very bad ventilation at the age of nineteen.

			Nick and Lisa have spent the better part of the flight to LA preparing Susan for her inaugural press conference. Nick does most of the talking. Lisa is getting a crash course in how to deal with an especially difficult client, and she’s paying close attention to everything. Every client gets subjected to a murder board of tough questions before any major public appearance. They’re usually scared enough to pay attention and do what they’re told.

			But so far, despite Susan’s dual Ivy League degrees and frequent mentions of her near-perfect ACT and GMAT scores, the notion that anyone could possibly have a different opinion from her own still seems unfathomable to her. And whenever Nick or Lisa has a good point, Susan claims Carol would disagree.

			“Look, it helps to at least think about where they’re coming from,” Nick says. “It’s not unreasonable that the transit unions are worried this could eliminate their jobs. It’s not unreasonable that the taxi industry doesn’t want competition. Same for Uber. They’re barely breaking even without having to compete against flying cars. It’s not even unreasonable that the Socialists hate anything that caters to the rich, because the Socialists are almost always unreasonable. That’s half the reason they exist. Three quarters, maybe. The bird nuts, though? I can’t even pretend to understand how they think.”

			Susan nods vigorously in agreement.

			“But bird nuts aside, the rest of them are going to make their case pretty cogently,” Nick says. “To the media, to regulators, to elected officials, advocates, pundits, TV and podcast audiences, the world of Twitter and Instagram, and pretty much anyone else who will listen. Which means even if every single reporter at our press conference is completely clueless, a few of them will still at least come prepared with tough questions that someone handed to them. Questions we can handle—but only if you’re actually prepared to handle them. And right now, you’re not.”

			Luckily, a few days earlier, Nick anticipated Susan’s belief that nothing she says can ever be wrong. So he moved the press conference from New York to LA, hoping to soften the sharpness of the questions by maybe 10 percent. New York reporters are a particularly dangerous breed—competition in the world’s biggest media market is exceptionally fierce. At least in Los Angeles, moods are tempered by the incessant sunshine, and the market is spread out enough that reporters aren’t constantly at each other’s throats.

			It isn’t a panacea, but that 10 percent could be the difference between complete public humiliation and living to fight another day.

			***

			After landing at LAX, Nick and Lisa break away from Susan, grab a quick bite from In-N-Out, and make their way to the press conference.

			Nick couldn’t wait to ask. “Who the fuck is Carol?”

			“Executive coach.”

			“And she weighs in on everything?”

			“Apparently. Susan sees her every day. Talks about her all the time like she’s Yoda or something.”

			“Every day?”

			“Every day.”

			There’s nothing to say after that, so they ride in silence until they arrive outside the Disney Concert Hall about half an hour before call time. Nick picked the location for a couple of reasons: downtown LA makes it easier for most of the press to get to and the Frank Gehry–designed building offers a futuristic backdrop that suggests a sweeping vision for the future—much better than the industrial parts of Burbank where FlightDeck is based. Nick and Lisa were a little unsure about holding an event outside in January, but in Los Angeles, it is a bright blue day hovering around seventy degrees.

			The press is already arriving and getting situated. Turnout is looking good. It’s not always easy to wrangle coverage, but when you introduce a controversial and visionary idea that people have been clamoring for since the 1950s, it gets attention.

			By the time Susan arrives, close to twenty-five reporters, bloggers, cameramen, and photographers are gathered around the makeshift stage. The Audubon Society is there in full force, but the French barricades the LAPD erected are keeping the birdcalls mainly out of earshot.

			Susan steps to the podium. She has an air of being in total control, which Nick hopes the press interprets as confidence and not pomposity. She starts going through her talking points, delivering them exactly as written by Nick, only better than Nick ever could. He still can’t decide if Susan is attractive. Objectively she is—perfectly highlighted blonde hair, fit, nice teeth, expensive clothes, and clear skin tone—but if it requires every advantage money and discipline can buy, does it still count? Kind of the opposite of Lisa, he thinks, who doesn’t try hard at all and almost seems to look better for it.
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