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A tidal wave, a rising wall of black water raced down the thirty-mile-long Byrd River, carving away banks, grabbing whole trees out by the roots, lifting shopping carts, tumbling truck tires, old shoes, bits of plastic, a nest of drowned rats. Four large metal storage barrels marked with red skull and crossbones slid down an eroded bank and fell into the river, bouncing and rolling downstream. The water tossed giant boulders like they were made of cardboard, bumping them against the metal barrels and dragging rocks and barrels along the river bottom. Hundreds of gallons per minute of swirling water scoured thick sediments laden with pesticides, detergents, motor oil, and estrogens out of the river rocks. Salamander eggs, frog eggs, salmon and trout eggs in the gravel redds washed away. The churning black caldron, rising and boiling in Earth’s belly, pushed toward Valle Verde.

	
The Byrd River Flood

	MONDAY, APRIL 18

	San Benito County Emergency Operations Center

	(Passover Begins at Sundown)

	Santa Cruz Mountains

	Byrd River Watershed, San Benito County

	“I do not copy,” the Sheriff’s dispatcher stared through the windows at the storm lashing the mountains below, and shouted again into the mic. “Repeat. Please repeat. Over.”

	Perched high atop a bald peak in the Santa Cruz Mountains, the small San Benito County Emergency Operations Center Outpost was lit up like a lighthouse in the storm. Static hissed over the Emergency Ops radio.

	Thunder roared. The Sheriff’s dispatcher turned to the EOC chief.

	Forked lightning flashed in the dark window frame, followed by another roll of thunder. Rain pinged like bullets on the roof.

	“What was that?” asked the EOC chief, who was standing over a large USGS topographical map of the 1,300-square-mile Byrd River watershed, with rivers from four counties converging into the Byrd.

	“I said, we’ve lost contact with the emergency response crew on the upper Byrd, at the San Felipe Reservoir. They’ve lost power to release water remotely. Wanted authorization for a manual release. It sounds pretty gnarly up there.”

	“Nothing we can do about it now,” said the EOC chief. “They’re on their own until they get their radio back online. God only knows what’s going on there. All thirty miles of the Pacheco, plus the Santa Ana and Arroyo dos Picachos is coming down on them from the Diablo Range. No way that reservoir’s gonna hold. What was the report from the Santa Clara County EOC?”

	“Couldn’t reach them.”

	“Jesus. For all we know, the full load from the Llagas and the Uvas are flooding into the upper Byrd at San Felipe, too. God help those men up there. What else?”

	“The crew at the Hollister Gaging Station reports that the San Benito is flooding all the way down to the Pinnacles. Tres Piños and Los Muertos Creeks are above the hundred-year flood stage. All that water is converging on Hollister. They want to open the spillways and release the water now. They can’t hold back any longer.”

	The EOC manager glanced up from his map. “Give them the okay. Then contact the crew at Chittenden Gap. Tell them all hell’s about to break loose on them. That whole fifty miles of swollen river is coming down the San Benito, with a 5,000-foot head out of the Diablos. It’s gonna converge with that mountain of water flooding down from the upper reach of the Byrd, from the San Felipe Reservoir, right there at Chittenden. Tell Chittenden Gap to open their spillways now, or the towns of Hollister and San Juan Bautista are going to be completely under water in a few hours.”

	“What about Valle Verde? If Chittenden Gap opens their spillways, Valle Verde is going to be washed into the ocean.”

	“Right now, that’s not our problem. Santa Cruz and Monterey Counties will just have to handle it.”

	The dispatcher turned back to her radio as another branch of lightning flashed in the window.

	•          •          •

	UPPER BYRD RIVER, SAN FELIPE RESERVOIR

	Byrd River Watershed, San Benito County

	Despite their yellow rain slickers, the three men could barely see each other in the dark downpour. Raindrops strobed in their flickering headlamps.

	“Sam! Over here!”

	The men wrestled the spillway manual release lever, their rubber boots slipping and sliding on the muddy bank.

	“Jesus, Sam, don’t slip on this motherfucker. We’d never find you. There. Good. Hold on to this rebar.”

	“What did they say, Sam?” shouted the other man. He hung on, with one hand on the spillway lever and the other on a willow branch, and a boot dug into the muddy slope sideways against an embedded boulder. “Did they give us the okay to open it?”

	“I lost ’em. Radio crapped out.” Sam tried unsuccessfully to wipe the relentless rainwater off his glasses with a wet sleeve, holding on to a piece of rebar cemented into the steep bank with the other hand.

	“So we’re on our own?”

	“Yeah. I think we’ve gotta pull this son of a bitch now. The whole fuckin’ dam’s about to fail. If Uvas breaks through, we’re dead men.”

	“It’s so fuckin’ cold my fingers are numb. Let’s get this over with.”

	“Wait,” said Sam. “What if Hollister and Chittenden are opening their spillways too? All that water flooding into Valle Verde without warning, on top of what they’ve got coming down the Corralitos? We’re looking at a major disaster. There’s gonna be hell to pay.”

	“If we don’t open her up now, we’re gonna die.”

	“Right. All agreed, then? Okay. On three, everyone pull. One, two …”

	Muddy water came roaring out of the spillway, nearly taking the bank and the men with it.

	A tidal wave, a rising wall of black water raced down the thirty-mile-long Byrd River, carving away banks, grabbing whole trees out by the roots, lifting shopping carts, tumbling truck tires, old shoes, bits of plastic, a nest of drowned rats. Four large metal storage barrels marked with red skull and crossbones slid down an eroded bank and fell into the river, bouncing and rolling downstream. The water tossed giant boulders like they were made of cardboard, bumping them against the metal barrels and dragging rocks and barrels along the river bottom. Hundreds of gallons per minute of swirling water scoured thick sediments laden with pesticides, detergents, motor oil, and estrogens out of the river rocks. Salamander eggs, frog eggs, salmon and trout eggs in the gravel redds washed away. The churning black caldron, rising and boiling in Earth’s belly, pushed toward Valle Verde.

	•          •          •

	AURORA’S COTTAGE

	Santa Cruz, “The Westside”

	San Lorenzo River Watershed

	North Santa Cruz County

	Aurora sat propped up in her queen bed reading the red Barons of Bromide booklet from Pesticide Action Network. It was raining hard, and had been all weekend, without any breaks in the storm. She leaned back against her pillows and enjoyed the sound of droplets tapping the skylight. Suddenly, the sound got loud, like gravel falling from the sky. Hail!

	Blue jumped off the bed and bounded to the glass door. Aurora joined him. As they watched the falling hail, the tip of Blue’s tail twitched. Frozen white beads bounced on the ground, quickly turning it white.

	The hail subsided, followed by pounding rain. The frozen beads melted. Aurora climbed back into bed.

	Aurora thought about what the groundsman had told her. A fake fumigation? Really? Why would the school administration go to such elaborate lengths to trick and discredit the teachers? Who, hidden in the maze of interlocking corporate directorates, are the actual people responsible for methyl bromides’ persistence as an agricultural pesticide, in blatant disregard of the legislation requiring its phase-out? How did they get away with simply ignoring the California Birth Defects Prevention Act, a law passed by citizen voter initiative? Who is so powerful they can disregard state and federal laws and international treaties with impunity?

	She resumed reading.

	“Who Are the Bromide Barons? The global bromine industry is controlled by the Evermal Corporation, ‘manufacturer of polymers and fine chemicals.’ Evermal, Inc. is the parent of CalGreen Corporation and Dead Sea Bromine, which dominate methyl bromide production and fumigation worldwide.”

	But who is the wizard behind Evermal’s curtain?

	Wrapped in her fleece bathrobe decorated with polar bears and penguins, Aurora snuggled into her slippers and headed for the kitchen. Blue padded at her heels. The cat kibble pouring into the bowl tapped in counterpoint to the rain on the skylight, now a gentle, steady patter. Aurora turned up the thermostat and the gas heater flamed to life. She sat at her kitchen desk, turned on her new Power Mac, and searched for Evermal.

	“Evermal began as a U.S. paper manufacturing company in 1887.”

	Paper manufacturing. A highly polluting industry. Aurora’s fourth graders had read A River Ran Wild, a picture book that told the true story of a paper mill’s destruction of the Nashua River in Massachusetts. In the 1960’s, the river had been so polluted it was spontaneously catching on fire. This led, after a protracted struggle by the public, to the passage of the U.S. Clean Water Act in ’65. Growing public awareness and concerns about the environment had ultimately led to the formation of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency in 1970. Aurora read on.

	“Under the direction of President and CEO Lawrence Evermal, the little Arkansas paper company became a multinational giant, diversified through conglomerates, holding companies, and corporate affiliates across chemicals, plastics, aluminum, energy, pharma, real estate, financials, fumigants, pesticides, flame retardants, lubricants, and more. Early in its history, it affiliated with the young chemical company, Biogenesis Agrochemical. In 1962, Evermal merged with the Ethyl Corporation.”

	Aurora typed “Ethyl Corp” and clicked Search.

	“In 1923, Detroit Motors, DuPoint, and the Rockefellers formed a joint company to manufacture leaded gasoline — the Ethyl Gasoline Corporation.”

	What’s the connection between paper, gasoline, and agricultural pesticides?

	“Ethyl ‘no knock’ Gasoline Corporation merged with Evermal, which, through its affiliate corporations, Dead Sea Bromine and CalGreen, had become the world’s largest producer/distributer of methyl bromide. Through a brilliant public relations campaign, methyl bromide, a toxic byproduct of the petrochemical industry, was marketed as an essential pesticide.”

	Wait. A toxic byproduct of the petrochemical industry is marketed to farmers as an essential pesticide?

	“The multinational conglomerate was broken up during the monopoly-busting era, then pieced back together to become Abaddon Oil and Gas — one of the most powerful petrochemical corporations on the planet.”

	Petrochemicals — gas, oil, and pesticides. So, this Frankenstein is the wizard behind the curtain, pulling the strings of American agriculture. Cha-ching.

	The phone rang. Aurora let the machine take it and listened as the message recorded.

	An auto dialer. The fire department was letting everyone know that, due to unusual El Niño conditions, severe storms were expected to continue for the next three days. Flooding was anticipated in most areas. Residents who needed sandbags could pick them up at the nearest fire station. Flood evacuation centers at the following locations … Forecasters predicted this system could develop into a hundred-year storm.

	Wind rattled the windows. Rain hammered the roof. While she watched from her front window, a large branch broke off a cedar tree across the street and fell onto the neighbor’s yard, barely missing the new Volvo in their driveway. A tall palm tree down the block bent sideways. Huge palm fronds flew through the air
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