ROBERT REED

QUR PRAYERS ARE WTH YQU

*

Weat her stories have filled science fiction recently. From John Barnes' novel
Mot her of Stornms to Bruce Sterling' s Heavy Wat her, the changing climte of
these United States and, indeed, the world has riveted us.

Today it's a German crew, one bl ond under the canera and the other shoving his
m crophone at faces, slow ng work that never noves fast enough. Wth a grating
tone of false pity, the reporter asks how we are coping with this | atest
tragedy. Eight centineters last night, ten or twelve upriver, and do we know
that the latest estimate is for a crest alnost a neter higher than our |evee?
He

acts exceedingly confident. about his math, and milled beneath everything. D d
he cone here this norning hoping to find us washed away? O maybe he wants us
to

give up, to let the levee fail for him his canera able to catch the angry

br own

wat er charging down our streets. Just like in Tylertown. The CNN crew got that
bit of video, and everyone in the world has seen it at |east twenty tines.

Si x-plus billion people have seen ny sister's house vani sh under the fl ood,
and

it's been under ever since. Two nonths ever since.. You' ve seen it. That
little

white house on the right? Wth rose bushes and the big blue spruce? Sure you
have. . ..

Anyway, the Germans are working their way toward ne. |'ve slept four hours in
the last fifty, living on sweet rolls and ibuprofin, and I"'mso tired that I'm
shaki ng. A big strong guy by design, but these sandbags wei gh tons and tons.
And

my mood is past lousy. I'msick of caneras and the rain, and |I'm sick of being
worried, and suddenly it occurs to ne that | don't have to answer anyone's
guestions. | don't have to be the noble, suffering flood victim If | want,
could throw one of these sandbags into the asshole's chest. | could. And
besides, I'mthinking, isn't that a clearer answer than anythi ng words can
manage?

Only | don't get nmy chance, as it happens.

What happens is that this fellow two up fromme -- about the quietest,
littlest
guy on the levee -- detonates when asked, "How do you feel ?" He doesn't bot her

throwi ng a sandbag using fists instead, screaning and putting a few good shots
into the German's astoni shed face. It's lovely, Perfect. Sweet. Then | help
pul

them apart, the German making a fast retreat...and afterward it seens as if
everyone on the levee is working harder. Faster. Honesty is everywhere,

t hi cker

than river water, and it feels as if it's us against the world. Don't ask ne
how, but it does.

The rains began | ast year, but not like this. A record Septenber, but a
reasonabl e record. Then a wet October, a cold dry Novenber, and three nonths
of

crippling snow and ice. Awinter to renmenber, we heard. Then a spring thaw



t hat

made peopl e around the country notice us. Muntainous ice janms pool ed the
runof f. The Grand River was plugged up for a week, the Interstate cl osed and
white slabs of ice bulldozing their way through several towns. But the

cover age

was only national at its height, and then only for a few days. Nobody was
killed

until an elderly couple drove through barricades and onto a fl ooded stretch of

hi ghway. | watched that drama on television. Live. It was nore exciting than
any
TV fiction, 1'll confess. Scuba divers dropped froma helicopter, perching on

t he sunken cat's roof. Genuine heroes, they westled the |inp bodies out of
t he

cold foam and only then did | feel a little guilty. | was enjoying the
spectacle. Strangers had died, but |I felt superior. | was warm and dry, safe
i nside ny own house, and sonme wicked little part of me enjoyed the tragedy,
even

wi shing for nore of the sane.

W | ose our |evee before dark. It's not our sandbags that fail, nor our backs.
It's the meat of the levee itself, nonths of saturation leaving it soft and
pliable, and porous. Two, three, then four places give way from bel ow, water
boiling up, nothing left to do but retreat and curse the luck of it. For just
an

instant, | consider slipping off to see ny house one last tinme. It's back from
the river, on slightly higher ground, and maybe there's hope. For the ten
thousandth time, | entertain the imge of building a private barricade, saving

my property with a single superhuman effort. But one of the painful lessons in
a

di saster -- the lesson that comes as a surprise -- is how weak and ineffectua
each of us can seem The difference between human and superhunman is about two
rows of sandbags. Which is rarely enough, |'ve learned. Tine after tine after
tine.

In the end, we're trucked to high ground and a refugee canp. Rain begins
agai n,

light for the moment. Half a dozen video crews record our stiff clinbs out of
the trucks. CNN is here, of course. And ANBC. Plus a Japanese crew, and a
Russi an one. And the Brazilians. Plus a group | don't recognize. Dark little
Asi ans. .. I ndi ans, maybe?

None of them speak to us. Maybe news of the fistfight has made its way through
the ranks. Or nmaybe even the reporters realize that there aren't any new
guestions, and the old questions can't clarify what people around the world
are

seeing. "A ten-thousand-year flood," | hear. "It's official.” And I'm

t hi nki ng:

What does that mean? Ten thousand years ago we were com ng out of an ice age.
Each mllenniums weather is unique to itself. And if nenory serves, aren't we
in a new mllenniun? Maybe this will be ordinary weather for the next thousand
years. Who knows? | know it's not some asshole fromCNN, let nme tell you.

From t he edge of the canp, past the water-soaked tents and prefab shacks, we
222 down into the river bottom W can see the advancing waters. My house is
ob§cured by distance and the strengthening rains, and |I'mgrateful for the
Lik? | keep telling nyself that everything of real worth has been renpved.
E;eﬁajor appl i ances have been pulled out and stored. So why the hell do I feel



so | ousy?
The I ndian crew cones over and sets up

Only they aren't Indians, | |earn. Sonmeone bends close and says, "They're from
Bangl adesh.” Then he repeats hinmself, for enphasis. "Bangl adesh. You know?
Wher e

it floods like this every year?"

In accented English, | hear the word, "Tragedy."

The small dark men seemto understand better than the rest, although it

doesn' t

stop them fromdoing their jobs. Their caneras beam hone i mages of destruction
and despair, as if to prove to their pitiful honeland that even rich Americans
can experience Nature's horrible extrenes.

March was wet, but April nmade March seemdry. In nenory.

Then came May, which was easily worse. | renmenber a puffy-faced weat her man
reporting afterward that we had three arguably bl ue-sky days in all of May.
Ve'd

al ready exceeded our average annual totals in precipitation. But June stayed
just as cheerless, just as strange, the jet stream deciding to conme over our
heads, steady as a highway, delivering Pacific noisture to a band of six

m dwestern states, every night begi nning and ending with barrages of heavy
rain

and hail and wind and nore w nd.

My sister's house was lost in June, little warning given. Her fam |y escaped
with the proverbial clothes on their backs, and when | |ast talked to her, she
was trying to live with her in-laws in Greendale. Seven people in a trailer, a
marriage straining like...well, like every | evee i nage you can devi se...and
al l

she said was, "If only the rain would stop. That's all | want. Wy is that too

much to want ?"

At sone point -- | don't know exactly when -- | began to watch every weat her
forecast with an obsessiveness and a growing frustration. Waking in the mddle
of the night, I'd flip on ny bedroomtelevision and turn to the Wat her

Channel

waiting for that glinpse of the radar with its map and neat colors and the

ti me-1apse sense of notion. Great glowering red storns would form then march
along until md-norning. Then the sumrer sun would lift the humidity, new

cl ouds

form ng, the sticky remants of last night's storns seeding fresh ones, the
pattern scarcely changing fromnight to night.

Qur city's levee was the best, we heard. Tall and thick, and tough. And our
city

adm ni strators treated doubters with scorn, as if doubt itself could undernine
all the good Federal dollars that went into the | ong enbankment.

By July, the pattern was clear. The worst of the rains fell on a narrow band
just upstreamfromus. Qur climte made tropical people wilt. The upstream

t owns

had drowned, and the giant reservoir downstreamfromus was filled to
overflowing. Then it did overflow, the Arnmy Corps of Engi neers having no
choi ce

but to rel ease the excess water, letting it slide over the top in order to



save
their fragile earthen dam

By then the world was watching us. The Mdwest in general, but us
specifically.

Qur dramas were featured on every news program in practically every nation
News teans were dispatched, thousands of technicians and reporters helping to
absorb the scarce hotel and notel roonms. For all the reasons people watch
tragedi es, we were watched. Never before had so many caneras showed so nuch
di saster and to such a | arge audience. |I've heard it claimed that the Third
World, full of superstitious people, particularly enjoys the dramatics: These
floods are judgments fromthe gods. Americans have been rich and happy for too
| ong goes the logic. Too nmuch success |l eads to msfortune. In other words, we
deserve our suffering. | know | feel that way sonetimes. |'mnot the nost
religious man, but | keep looking at ny life, at ny failures, wondering why

t he

Lord is spending so much tine and effort trying to drown poor ne.

Back in July, soneone hired an Anerican Indian -- an official shaman --to cone
and try to dispel the rain clouds with dancing and chants. It was consi dered
an

anusing story in New York City; but locally, wthout exception, people found

t hensel ves hoping for the best. Even committed skeptics waited eagerly for
sone

change in the jet stream and for a couple days w thout warning, it did sw ng
north, |eaving us out fromunder the worst of the stornms. But one I|ndian
wasn' t

enough, it seemed. That high altitude river of air returned, and August --
normally a dry and hot cleansing nonth -- began with tornados and a three inch
downpour .

Si xty-two inches by then, which is twice our yearly norm

Reservoirs full. Fields and downtowns underwater. Every old record made
ridicul ous, and the nervous and sull en weatherpeople admitted finally that
there

was no end in sight. Conputer nobdels and conmon Sense were no help, it seened.
Per haps by Septenber things would sl acken, they would say. Maybe, maybe. W
coul d al ways hope.

It rains into the night, hard and then harder

When | was a boy, | loved rain. Now just the idea of water failing fromthe
sky

seens horrible to me. | close ny eyes and dream of deserts. Sand is a
beauti f ul

concept, particularly when it's baked dry and capabl e of burning flesh, and
dream of |ying naked beneath a fierce blue-blue sky, letting nyself broil.

Then | wake and sit up, aching through and through
I'msharing a prefab shack with a couple dozen other people, nost of them

awnake
and watching a portable battery-powered TV. The news has a new dranma buil di ng.

The reservoir downstream of us -- a trenmendous inland sea built by the once

god-li ke Corps -- is being assaulted by runoff and its own intense storns. The
t hunder we hear is just the tip of it. By sonme predictions, ten inches of cold
fresh water will fall in the next hours. And the Corps' spokesman doesn't seem

convinced by his optimstic statenents. "Ten inches is within our tol erance,”
he



clains, words slurring froma |lack of sleep, or maybe a | ove of drink. "The
dam

is solid. The excess will drain over the spillway. Yes, there's going to be
fl oodi ng downstream W can't prevent flooding now But the reservoir wll
st ay

where it is, unless --
"Unl ess?" the reporter interrupts.

Did | say unless? he seens to think. He pauses, collecting hinmself, then tells
the world, "A strong wind could be dangerous. If it was big enough, and if it
blew fromthe northwest for a long tine...it could start to erode the dam. .|
suppose. .. "

"You aren't sure?"

"I't's unlikely," says the spokesman, suddenly confident. "It would have to
bl ow
at just the right angle...the wong angle, | nean --

"How unlikely is unlikely?"

"I wouldn't know how to cal cul ate such a tiny nunber." The tired, possibly

drunken face seens unable to calculate anything just now "Really, | don't
t hi nk

there's nmuch else | can tell you."

That concludes the interview, and the reporter says, "Well, our prayers are
with

you. "

Meani ng what? | ask nysel f.

W hope the rains stop? O is he saying W hope you don't | ook Iike an idiot
in
t he norni ng?

| remenber one night -- a sleepless thundering Wather Channel night --when |
wat ched one of the nultitude of documentaries produced in the |ast nonths. Wy
is weather so difficult to forecast? One grinning neteorol ogi st spoke of chaos
and butterflies. No, not butterflies. Butterfly effects, wasn't it? He told ne
how tiny, tiny events can precipitate into weather fronts and typhoons. O
have

no effect, for that matter. No anobunt of cal cul ati ng power can predict which

tiny events will have what inpact. And to illustrate, the grinning man waved
hi s

hand in the air, saying, "For all | know, this is making a disturbance that
will

circle the globe and flatten Tulsa with a tornado. Though it probably won't.
Al most certainly won't." A shrug of his shoul ders. Doi ng what kinds of harn?
"M nuscul e events can |l ead to massive consequences. That much we do know. " A
flash of teeth. "lIsn't that interesting to consider?"

Morments after the interview ends, as if with some cosmic signal, we hear the
wi nd begin to rise. To strengthen.

It flows sideways over our shack, making the walls and roof creak and shift.
Its

direction is obvious. Omnous. And not too much later, every network
interrupts



its late-night progranming to bring news fromthe reservoir. Camera crews are
sprinkled along the dam's crest. Already the waves are striking at the
rock-faced shoreline, each | arger than the one before it, foam and conpressed
air clawing at the rocks, then reaching higher, finding softer materials

al r eady

weakened by nmonths of pressure and angry water

| don't want this to happen. | want it to stop

Yet what does one opinion have behind it? Nothing, that's what. And besi des,
am

| at risk? This is |ike watching those old people drowning |ast spring: a
gruesone part of nme is thrilled, wondering howit will look, nillions and
billions of gallons racing dowstreamin a great apocal yptic wall, nud and
cities carried along with the dead. ..

That's what happens now.

As we watch--as the world sits spellbound -- those wi nd-driven waves find a
deadly flaw. Earth slunps, then vani shes. The CNN crew watches a new channel
bei ng created, a new spillway equaling the first spillway, then exceeding it.

In a matter of mnutes, the damis ruined. Usel ess.

The canera crew retreats, in panic, |leaving their equipnent to fend for

itself.

And before dawn, every city for a thousand mles downstreamis being partially
abandoned, and even New Oleans is filling sandbags.

I n case.

The reporters abandon our canp before dawn, better nmud needing their
attentions.

The largest damfailure in history is certain to kill hundreds, possibly

t housands. The Corps spokesman fromlast night is one of the first casualties.
A

self-inflicted gunshot wound, we hear. And as | absorb the news, without
war ni ng, sone inner voice says to ne:

"He deserves death. It's his fault, after all."

But why?

"You know why."

Maybe it's exhaustion, but ny answer feels reasonable. Maybe the nonths of
Wor ry

and work have ruined nme, tearing away a thousand years of civilization, but I
can't help thinking that the answer couldn't be nore obvious.

"Tiny events cause storns,"” | tell my shack conpanions. My fell ow refugees.
"What if? What if the human spirit can influence tiny events? Wat if six
billion people can focus their attentions, their psychic energies -- call them
what ever you want -- and that's how we can nani pul ate weat her fronts and j et
streans? \Wat happens then?"

Nobody speaks.

Sl eepl ess, hal f-dead faces gaze at nme, nothing in themto read.



| give an inpronptu |l ecture on chaos theory and butterfly w ngs, then conclude
by asking, "Wien have so many people in so nmany places been able to think
about

one place? In real tinme, | mean. As events happen. | nean, if there is sone
magic -- call it magic -- thenisn't this the tine when we'd see it? The world
is wired together, caneras everywhere. Maybe there's sonme way, sone innate

wi sh-fulfilling trick, that allows us to make the atnmosphere nove just so,
bringing us this..."

| pause, all at once doubt ful
And | confess, "I"'mnuts. | know "

But soneone responds, "No, wait. Wat about last night's wind? It had to be a
perfect wind. Isn't that what the Col onel said? And wasn't it just minutes

| ater

when it started blowing -- ?"

"Yeah," soneone shouts. "That's howit was. It was."

| feel ashaned, ny conpanions infected with my insanity. We're in the Dark
Ages.

W have fallen so far that we'll believe every unlikely and horrible set of
hal f -i deas.

"They want us to drown," says soneone.
"Who does?" whispers a skeptic.

But before nanmes are nentioned, soneone else offers, "They don't know they're
doing it. How could they know?"

"So how do we protect ourselves?" asks sonmeone in back. An enraged, crinmson
voi ce. "Suppose it's true. How can we stop people fromdoing this to us,
intentionally or not?"

Except for the patter of rain on the roof, the silence is perfect.

| pray for reason, regretting ny mouth. But what's one prayer against the will
of nultitudes?

An Irish journalist is found shot to death in a flooded sorghumfi el d.

Two Nigerian canmeranmen are hung with their own coaxial cable, the incident
interpreted as being racially notivated.

In one day, three different news vehicles are peppered with small arnms fire.

And while |'m busy wondering about these terrible deeds, and am| in some way
to

bl ame, a bizarre new terrorist group bonbs radar towers over a w de region

| eaving the soggy heart of the nation blank, no way to determ ne the course
and

intensity of the latest storns.

Whi ch aren't so bad, as it happens.
The truly bad news has noved downstream taking nost of the press with it.

Sept ember begins with a week of uninterrupted sunshine. The | ower M ssissippi
val l ey is subnerged, but by October we've seen the last of our dirty waters



r ol

of f our streets and through the enpty reservoir. W aren't dry, but the
concept

of dry ground can at |east be inagined now W can't hope for anything nore.

O course the nmurders were just nurders, | tell nyself.
Ugly but sinple in their intent.

And who knows why people would dynamite radar installations? It has nothing to
do with ne.

And yet.

I find nyself thinking about the people in ny shack and how they nust have
spoken to friends and strangers, telling themof ny idea. ldeas are |ike
butterfly wi ngs. Small begi nnings; catastrophic results. An idea |ike nine
coul d

flow t hrough a popul ati on, seeking out the people nmost likely to believe in
it.

To act on it. To do what feels Iike the |ogical best course.

Make the world forget us.

Which it has, nostly.

A | ate-season hurricane strengthens, then takes aimat the Gulf Coast,

fl oodi ng

the remmants of New Ol eans and shifting the M ssissippi to a new channel in

west ern Loui si ana.

Ei ghty-three acts of terrorism against reporters and weat herpeopl e may or may
not be linked with violence during | ast sumer's fl oods.

"Frustrations are nounting,” one CNN warrior reports to the world.

Armed guards standi ng around him

What happens if the world realizes its power? | ask nyself. WII humanity
shatter into opposing canps? O seek revenge on its enem es? O perhaps, just
per haps, create an Eden, tepid and green?

| can renenber when weather was a god unto itself.

oeyi ng no one.



