


NATURE HAS ITS SAY

AMBER WONG

Harmony, balance, rhythm. There you have it. That is what life is
all about.
—George Pocock, leading designer and builder of racing

shells

High above the Pocock Rowing Center dock, freeway trafhc
roars louder than usual, loud enough to pain my ears. I wince; at
6:15 in the morning, Seattle traffic, like the water, should be
still. For the first time since March 8, 2020, I lean over and slip a
sculling shell into the water, watch a ripple lap the dock. A
gentle gust fans my black ponytail across my shoulders. What
had been a simple joy a mere ten weeks ago now twists my gut
into a gnarl of fear.

Before March 8, when winter chill still gripped the water,
my rowing partner and I launched a double scull and relied on
its broader girth to assure we'd never tip in. Most weekend
mornings, dressed in matching black spandex tights and yellow
hi-visibility rowing jackets, we'd skim past Portage Bay’s house-
boat dioramas—shoebox spaces starring bathrobed figures
clutching mugs of coffee, aromas of bacon and pancakes oozing
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from their seams—and race east to the edge of Lake Washing-
ton, oars slashing through water in synchronous rhythm.

Panting hard we'd spin the boat, sip water, catch our breath
in the view of snow-capped Cascade Mountains lit by the
morning sun. On lucky days Mount Rainier would emerge, its
crest glistening against the coral horizon.

On our return trip we'd watch for Union Bay's resident bald
eagle pairs, their distinctive white heads and tail feathers stark
even against a wintry gray sky. Once threatened with extinction,
bald eagle populations slowly recovered under the protections
of the 1973 Endangered Species Act, and we who lived through
that peril marvel at the miracle of their return. A local birder has
even named “our” eagles. We'd look for Eva and Albert, smug
sentries of the wealthy Broadmoor neighborhood, as we passed
the cottonwood at the northern tip of Foster Island. Talia and
Russ kept their distance, preferring the mucky wetlands of the
Union Bay Nature Reserve, while Monty and Marsha bickered
loudly as they upgraded their nest at the mouth of the Montlake
Cut. Any sighting was a thrill; a six-eagle day was a jackpot.

After every row we'd wipe down the boat, heft it onto its
rack. “Coffee?” one of us might ask, mostly a formality. We'd
stroll across the street to Le Fournil café, our rowing club’s
regular hangout. Sometimes we sat with others, sometimes we
sat apart. Always wed sip Americanos, split a breakfast
baguette, recap our eagle sightings, and be back to our respec-
tive homes by 9.

But the speed and ferocity of the pandemic disrupted all
routines, infused me with almost paralyzing fear. On March 11,
days after my last row, news broke that the World Health Orga-
nization had declared the coronavirus outbreak a pandemic.
Reaction was swift. Our governor announced the closure of
Washington’s schools. All after-school programs, including at
our boathouse, shut down immediately. But late that night came
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news that gripped me by the throat: one of our adult rowers had
been positively diagnosed with COVID-19. The entire
boathouse would close indefinitely, all card keys inactivated.
My fingertips went cold. Who was it? Was I talking to them just
three days ago? I mentally retraced my steps. My pulse pounded
with the unanswerable question: How risky is COVID-19 to
me, a member of the over-60, “high-risk” population?

So in early June, after three months of frenzied hand sanitiz-
ing, mask wearing, and strategic racing through the supermarket
every third week, when the boathouse announced a phased
reopening, I went numb just thinking about it. Was rowing
allowed under Washington’s stay-at-home order? How would
we avoid contaminating others, contaminating ourselves? Imme-
diately my phone pinged. My rowing partner. Words tumbling,
I felt her excitement, her caution, her ultimate plea. Should we
get out in singles next week? Maybe at sunrise to avoid people?
New rules are: access to boat bays only, locker rooms off-limits.
Only four people on a dock. Must reserve a boat and dock time
online. Sanitize boats. Wear masks while on land. And then, the
clincher. Eagles?

So I'm standing here on the dock at 6:15 sharp, toes curling
with cold, zipping up my hi-vis jacket and yanking gloves from
the waistband of my spandex tights. My single scull dabs in the
water as seagulls shriek overhead. Even though rowing condi-
tions are excellent—sr1 degrees, no wind—I feel my heart
pound, sense something sour deep in my gullet. Each spring the
transition from a double scull to a single usually involves more
mental preparation than this, and today six new safety proce-
dures are clanging in my head. Stretching my shoulders to calm
myself, I startle as a shadow darts behind me. I whirl around.
Will that rower stay six feet away? Why is the traffic so loud?
My ears pick up every tire squeal, every clomp from every

pothole.
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I grab my oars, slide onto my seat. Although I'm not
Catholic, I feel an overwhelming urge to cross myself.

I hold my breath and launch.

Ten wobbly strokes later, 20 feet out in the middle of an
empty channel, I finally remove my mask. I inhale deeply,
exhale slowly. To the west rises the iconic silhouette of the
Space Needle. With newly confident strokes I spin my boat
toward the east, glance behind me, and set my course.

IN 1982, I went to see what is now a cult classic, Francis Ford
Coppola’s Koyaanisqatsi: Life Out of Balance. Rich in image, set
to an ethereal soundtrack by Philip Glass, the mostly unscripted
documentary film explores the tension between the natural and
civilized worlds. The soundtrack is haunting, a recurrent chant
reverberates even when it recedes. Mainly the film left me with
the image of a frantic train station, film speeded up, people
rushing toward what they thought was important, lost in their
own universes. For days I pondered a new conundrum: Where is
the intersection, the right balance, between nature and civiliza-
tion? For me? For the earth?

Thirty-eight years and a pandemic later, I understand the
world much differently. If the premise of Koyaanisqatsi was
that life is out of balance, tilted irrevocably toward faster and
faster engulfment of the natural world by the civilized, the
eruption of the novel coronavirus sends the message that
nature can fight back. Get its due. Have its say. And for me, a
fan of science fiction and, I quietly admit, Marvel comics, the
theme feels eerily familiar. An unimaginable catastrophe
emerges. People deny its existence. It grows. Everyone ignores
the experts. Politicians respond with hubris, confident that
nature can be easily controlled. With inaction and chaotic
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messaging, the problem explodes, threatening all of
civilization.

As the COVID-19 pandemic wreaks havoc across the globe,
I feel I've slipped into that fantastical world, a world where, at
least on screen, it all works out in the end. I paint the coron-
avirus a shadowed archvillain, a bloated purple menace, its
maniacal cackle resonating around New York skyscrapers,
above Ohio cornfields, through the Badlands, over the Cascade
Mountains and across Lake Washington, echoing in the
cavernous boat bays of my Seattle boathouse. The miasmic hulk
reaches across a burning horizon, gloating at the world’s panic,
its helplessness, its despair. Teaming up with its cousin, the
aptly named Influenza horribilis, together—at some remote
arctic outpost—they plot the next wave of attacks, maliciously
intoning, “Soon the world will be ours!” Impotent politicians
wring their hands. In this cataclysmic clash between nature and
civilization, how malevolent will the coronavirus be in lever-
aging its position? What sacrifice will it demand for civilization
to be allowed to continue? Scenes of destruction fill the screen.
A triumphant Bwah-ha-ha reverberates through ruined canyons
and crushed cityscapes. All seems lost.

Only when the scene shifts to bespectacled scientists in
white lab coats, urgently conferring among themselves, do I start
to breathe easy.

Because lab coats speak to me. They say, “Science is Truth.”
Forty years ago I was a research engineer at Battelle-Northwest
Laboratories, a specialist in the biological treatment of wastes.
With my long black hair caught in a ponytail, goggles perched
on my tiny nose, my lab coat—blue, not white—protected me
from the burn of concentrated acids and the splash of bacterial
sludge as I mixed chemical reagents and took samples from
bench-scale biological reactors, trying to biodegrade a novel

industrial wastewater. Success, in the world of waste treatment,
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relies on nurturing the growth of microbes that “eat” contami-
nants. Which microbes can metabolize this contaminant? What
are their optimal pH and temperature conditions? I tweaked
each condition, a couple of degrees here, a longer detention time
there, to find the best option. Taming nature—or more accu-
rately, working with nature—is like tending a fragile relationship
where “balance of power” is a myth. It’s a test of human accom-
modation, of respecting biological systems and their specific
needs.

Though I'm not an epidemiologist, quashing the novel coro-
navirus seems to present similar challenges, only in reverse.

Success lies in preventing the virus from thriving, so their task is

g
to create hostile conditions, both outside the body and in.
Outside’s easier than inside. Viruses need hosts, so it’s intuitive
to keep people apart. Viruses sail between hosts in nose and
mouth droplets, so it’s also intuitive to add a mask barrier. By
maintaining physical and spatial barriers between prospective
hosts, fewer viruses glom onto a person. Wash them with soap,
and they die.

Inside’s the tougher battle. Rapid progress has been made,
but the science isn't fully understood. Does the virus attack the
young the same as the old? Do people with higher viral loads
experience more severe symptoms? How is the virus mutating,
and is it becoming more virulent? But there’s hope. While effec-
tive drug treatments and preventative vaccines are not yet
widely available, they do exist for similar coronaviruses. That'’s
why I'm cautiously optimistic that we will find tools to live with,
if not fully vanquish, this virus. I have faith in those white-lab-
coated scientists.

[ admit that my rosy confidence in science may be rooted in
my childhood fascination with science fiction. I loved Isaac
Asimov’s entire robot series—Dr. Susan Calvin was such a
badass!—and ultimately cheered for the habitually late protago-
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nist in Harlan Ellison’s “‘Repent Harlequin!” Said the Ticktock
Man.” But the story that resounds most clearly in 2020 is Ray
Bradbury’s “A Sound of Thunder.” Published in 1952, this
short story combines time travel and dinosaurs, two of my
favorite literary tropes. In the first known literary evocation of
“the butterfly effect,” Bradbury issues a harsh warning about
human carelessness in messing with Mother Nature. The story’s
set far into the future. A big game hunter time-travels back to
the Late Cretaceous period to bag a dinosaur. Although he’s
been warned repeatedly to stay on the floating path, precautions
aren’t foolproof; he accidentally steps off. When he returns to
the future, he finds that the social and political system he left
has been totally upended, his worst fears realized. Even the
rules of spelling have been corrupted. In the mud of his boots,
he finds a crushed butterfly. The Butterfly Effect, the premise of
chaos theory that a seemingly inconsequential change can have
a catastrophic outcome, seems to have come into play this year.
As a child I understood this story to be fiction. Now I wonder.

BEFORE THE PANDEMIC, rowing teams hoisted eight-
person boats on their shoulders and marched in steady rhythm
toward the dock while nimble rowers with single sculls atop
their heads stepped out of the way. Boats are long, riggers are
wide, so it seems a miracle that in the mad scramble to get boats
on the water there were so few collisions in the boathouse, so
few arguments about who got to go first.

As I pace my warm-up under the shadow of the University
Bridge, I'm somehow reminded of that train station film clip
from Koyaanisqatsi. But now I interpret the scene differently.
Instead of focusing on the frantic commuter bustle, I slow the

clip to its real-life speed. Now I'm watching a river of people
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flowing smoothly, weaving among each other along individual
paths, gliding in a controlled rhythm. There’s no cog out of sync,
no collision, no giant pileup. The system works because
everyone knows what they’re supposed to do. They're like
rowers. We've learned to keep aware of our bodies, and our
outsized equipment, in space. It's a delicate dance, a balance
between individual desires to get on the water quickly and
respect for the rowing community’s collective harmony. Our
gangly equipment does its part by enforcing social distancing.
All this time I'd never known it would become our pandemic
response writ small.

[ peek over my shoulder and angle my single scull into the
calm of Portage Bay. On the straightaway I press hard,
streaming past the houseboats and their backlit inhabitants on
my way to the edge of Lake Washington. My oars grip the water
with increasing force. My muscles lengthen. I feel the wind at
my back, taste the air fresh from the rain. Blisters are starting to
form on my hands. And still, I hope for eagles.



