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PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 97,416 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) BONES OF DEAD MAN’S BLUFF by Robb Grindstaff, a gripping narrative of skillfully woven perspectives and time periods, at once a thrilling mystery and an inside look at the inner workings of the American political machine, the casual insidiousness of the media, the influence of religion, and the inequity of the justice system that will keep you on the edge of your seat, and; 2) SOUL MISSION by Joshua Becker, a compelling story that includes a relationship with Elijah the Prophet and a run-in with Goliath. Readers gain insights into some of history’s greatest episodes, told in new, bold ways and peppered with warmth and humor. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.
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Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.
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“A page-turner. Hinged on intricate plot twists and great suspense interlaced with hope and anxiety. Just when you think you have it figured out, you realize you don’t. Masterfully blurs the line between fiction and reality while delving into complex and universal themes. ...two main characters whose emotional and psychological transformations will keep readers hooked until the last page.” ~ Feathered Quill Book Reviews
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“Political-intrigue-meets-magical-realism is an odd sort of hybrid, but it works. Feels unnervingly familiar. A riveting and fast-paced story, eerie and unsettling, messing with readers’ heads in the best way. Buckle up for a wild ride through the Ozarks.” ~ Laura Bird, WWA Book Reviews
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“Five stars! All the hallmarks of a fast-paced thriller. A compelling cast of well-drawn characters that elevate the tension and intrigue. Captivating from beginning to end.” ~ Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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2023 Reader Views Reviewer’s Choice Award Gold Medal
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2022 Independent Authors Network Book of the Year Finalist

~~~
[image: ]


“Grindstaff has a wonderful way of writing that makes the story come through as not only tragic but very witty with a kind of dark humor. So well-written that it unfolds for the reader perfectly. Thought-provoking.” ~ Feathered Quill Book Reviews
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“An incredible novel... a refreshing, innovative and skillful tour de force.” ~ Jonas Saul, bestselling author of forty novels, including the million-selling “Sarah Roberts” series
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“Incredibly powerful and thought-provoking. A fantastic book on many levels. Highly recommend.” ~ Grant Leishman, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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“A fabulous read, pulling me into a story that was compellingly interesting and heart-wrenching in every way. High-quality, real-life drama.” ~ Steve Robson, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews

~~~
[image: ]


“Some chapters leave you hanging, others provide an ‘aha’ moment, but then there are those that slap you in the face.” ~ Heather Hirschman, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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“A timely satire of the celebrity-obsessed culture plaguing our society... intriguing and authentic... thoroughly compelling, uniquely told.” ~ Pikasho Deka, Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews
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“A delightful Southern novel. A refreshingly different plot, easy-flowing and natural dialogue, light humor, and excellent characterization, a most enjoyable tale.” ~ Viga Boland, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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“Weaves an engaging tale of life in a small town. I could relate to Trixie’s struggle with guilt and self-esteem and her yearning to belong.” ~ Susan van der Walt, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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“A captivating story about life, love, devotion. I loved the plot, storyline, development, and characters for their uniqueness and depth. A beautiful book.” ~ Jennifer Ibiam, Readers’ Favorite Book Reviews
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“A beautiful story... incredible storyline.” ~ Feathered Quill Book Reviews
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“Absolutely incredible. The author perfectly captured Hannah’s thoughts at each point in her life.” ~ Marked By Books
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“One of my best reads of the year!” ~ Gimme the Scoop Book Reviews
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“Will stay with you long after reading this book.” ~ Orsayor Simmons Book Reviews
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“I’m still marveling at what an enjoyable book this is.” ~ Reader’s Favorite Book Reviews
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“Best book of the year.” ~ Marked By Books
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“Thumbs up! A fantastic read.” ~ Books 4 the Soul
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2023 Feathered Quill Book of the Year Bronze Medal (Short Story Collection)
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“A master storyteller!” ~ Maria Grazia, Editor, Horror Bound Magazine
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“Some writers excel at characterization, others at plot, and still others are best known for their unique prose style. Grindstaff is a triple threat.” ~ S.P. Miskowski, author of “Knock Knock”
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the prologue and first two chapters of BONES OF DEAD MAN’S BLUFF by Robb Grindstaff, a gripping narrative of skillfully woven perspectives and time periods, at once a thrilling mystery and an inside look at the inner workings of the American political machine, the casual insidiousness of the media, the influence of religion, and the inequity of the justice system that will keep you on the edge of your seat.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

ROBB GRINDSTAFF’S Books at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the first two chapters of SOUL MISSION by Joshua Becker, a compelling story that includes a relationship with Elijah the Prophet and a run-in with Goliath. Readers gain insights into some of history’s greatest episodes, told in new, bold ways and peppered with warmth and humor.
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“Soul Mission by Joshua Becker is an absolute pulse-pounding read! The suspense was so gripping that I couldn’t put the book down—I ended up reading 60 pages in one sitting.” ~ Elisheva Raymon
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

JOSHUA BECKER at Evolved Publishing
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​Note from the Author​
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I first sketched out the ideas for this book in 2022, then wrote much of it in 2023. I set it aside to marinate for a while, then picked it up again. As 2023 blended into 2024, I had to revise a few details here and there because things kept appearing in the news that I’d included in this book before they’d happened.

It felt like fictional events I had written started coming true before I could even get the book published. Like Izzy might actually be prophetic.

Eventually, I launched the book in pre-publication as a serial novel on Substack, posting a few chapters each week for subscribers beginning in January 2025. Throughout the months that followed, I kept having to change scenes in the book as things in the real world outpaced the fiction, and the world changed in ways that made events in the book outdated.

By the time you read this, perhaps a few more of the wholly fictional events in the book will have already appeared in your daily news headlines.

I hope not, for all our sakes.

Robb Grindstaff
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Chapter 1​
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“Today will be the best day of the rest of your life.”

She stood at Fourteenth and F Streets, in front of the entrance to the National Press Building, right where I needed to go, shaking a tambourine and holding a sign that read:

!!!THE END IS NEAR!!!

I’d never seen her before. Apparently, she liked exclamation points.

My wallet only held a couple of twenties. Not giving her one of those.

I ducked into the building for my usual routine before she could spot me. Every day started at the food court for a cup of coffee and fifteen minutes to sit and sip and think before heading upstairs to the office.

Ordering two cups of coffee would give me a hot drink and a dollar to donate to the end-is-near cause. Even if the apocalypse were imminent, she might appreciate something to help stay warm while she waited.

The two coffees came to $9.83. It didn’t register until I was outside that I still didn’t have a dollar bill. I could either give her a ten, which seemed extravagant, or seventeen cents, which seemed miserly and insulting.

I offered her a cup. “I hope you like black.”

“Look at me,” she said, setting her tambourine down to take the coffee. “Of course I like black. As hot as the fire that burns within my bosom.”

I held out the ten-dollar bill.

She looked at her sign in one hand and the coffee in the other, then to me for some help. I took the coffee back so she could stuff the bill into her well-worn red cardigan with giant holes in the sleeves and one torn shoulder. Not a lot of warmth for a bitter, overcast January day in DC.

I pointed to her sign and said, “If I have another day like yesterday, I’ll welcome the end.”

“Today will be the best day of the rest of your life.” She leaned her sign against the building and picked up her tambourine, shaking it to attract more converts—converting dollars from their pockets to hers. Her marketing approach needed some work, but then again, it had worked on me.

“Excuse me.” I thought about tapping her shoulder to get her attention again, but that might startle her.

She seemed a bit jumpy. If the end was near, that could make folks, well, of heightened sensitivity. Meth could do that too. Besides, that cardigan had obviously been slept in, probably for months, outside on urine-covered sidewalks. At least it was too cold for bugs.

“Excuse me,” I said a little louder to be heard over the tambourine.

She turned my way with a look that asked, ‘You’re still here?’ She flipped one dreadlock braid out of her face. Her face looked far too young for gray hair. Maybe it was just dirty. It looked like she’d powdered it for a Halloween costume. The dreads had matted into gray, dusty ropes.

She stopped the rattling. “What do you want?”

“If the end is near, why do you need money?”

“You want your dollar back?” She pulled a bill from her pocket and held it out. A one, not the ten I’d forked over.

Not touching it. I’d never take back a gift. Plus, it had been in that cardigan. “No, just curious.”

“Girl’s gotta eat. I didn’t say the end was coming in the next five minutes. But soon. Sooner than you think.”

“I’m Sonny.” Not sure why I found a formal introduction appropriate.

She stared at me a moment before her dark brown eyes softened. “Is he.”

“Is who what?”

“Izzy. My name. I’m Izzy.”

“You have a good day, Izzy.” I waved goodbye. Not sure why a wave was appropriate either. Probably the same reason a socially awkward teenager decided to go into journalism.

“Today,” she said with a grin that exposed a full set of impossibly white, perfectly straight teeth right out of a toothpaste ad, “will be the best day of the rest of my life too.”

I hesitated. “Maybe you can go in there and get some food when you take a break.”

“You seriously think they’d let the looks of me in there? A naive one, ain’t ya?”

The “ain’t” sounded out of place. Put on for show. Her voice carried an educated tone, maybe a lilt created from growing up in a gospel church.

I offered to go in and buy her a breakfast sandwich.

“No meat. I’m vegetarian.” She didn’t offer back the ten to pay for it.

“Eggs?”

“Eggs are fine. I’m not one of those vegan freaks. Cheese would be delightful too.”

When I came back with the sandwich, Izzy was gone. I looked both ways then walked around the corner and checked across the street—lots of people at Fourteenth and F on their way to and fro with no clue the end was near.

But no Izzy.

A homeless man passed by, staring straight ahead. He saw no one and talked gibberish to the air. No one saw him either.

I dodged a suit with a briefcase, who stared straight ahead, seeing no one, especially not me, talking gibberish to the air. At least he had a Bluetooth earpiece to look respectable and sane, even if he was neither. He thought he was doing something important, being someone important.

He was just another useless cog in the machine that would soon end.

Maybe I should tell him. Nah, leave that to Izzy.

At my cubicle in the third-floor, open-plan office, I synced my laptop to two large monitors, full-size keyboard, and mouse, and ate Izzy’s sandwich. I stared at the framed picture of Roni on my desk—the only photo I kept at work. The love of my life. She looked like she wanted a bite.

This would be much tastier with a sausage patty.

***
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Last night’s leftover General Tso’s chicken emerged from the breakroom microwave a bit soggy and spongy, but it served the purpose. I headed out for my daily after-lunch walk since it wasn’t raining or snowing. Chilly weather didn’t deter me any more than the summer swamp. Not much sunlight today, but still better than the office, which had exactly zero windows.

Mom always insisted on a little exercise and fresh air after lunch to ward off drowsiness. “Stretch the legs, get the blood flowing, rejuvenate the mind,” she’d tell me. Every single day.

Stretch. Flow. Rejuve.

Where to today? Maybe the National Mall or the White House or the Washington Monument. I had gazed at the architecture for five years, still awed. I stared, still bewildered, at the tourists and bureaucrats.

I stepped through the double doors to the sidewalk and looked both directions. No Izzy. Maybe she’d moved to a better street, or the police had picked her up and taken her to a shelter or an aunt’s house. Maybe the end had come for her, although I hoped in a good way.

More likely she’d taken the ten dollars to her favorite vendor and was off in la-la land in some basement apartment squalor. What if my donation had purchased her final passage?

Not my problem.

On my return from a brisk jaunt to the Lincoln Memorial, my conscience breathed a sigh of relief when she stood in her previous spot.

“Good afternoon, Izzy.”

She eyed me curiously, like she wondered how I knew her name. “What’s good about it?”

“For starters, the world hasn’t ended yet, so we’re all still here.”

“Why would you think that’s a good thing?”

​
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Chapter 2​
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“It’s the first sign.”

Assignment requests from thirty-three newspapers and eighteen television stations across the country filled my inbox. My dad had been duly impressed when I told him I landed the position as Washington bureau chief for MidAmerica Media, where I would cover Congress for a chain of small-market Midwestern news outlets.

I didn’t tell him it was mostly agricultural committee meetings, usually subcommittees, or sub-subcommittees, debating some obscure policy of interest only to farmers in Nebraska or Kansas.

Not exactly fascinating stuff, but it came with a paycheck, a good starter job five years ago, just out of journalism school.

Career steppingstones weren’t supposed to last this long.

Repeated applications to The Washington Post and the Associated Press had gone ignored. I’d been offered star reporter jobs with some of MidAmerica’s smaller, more remote community papers, where ‘star reporter’ meant ‘only reporter.’ I wouldn’t have considered Iowa or North Dakota in any case. DC was as cold as this southern Missouri boy could tolerate.

A dozen journalists from a dozen different media companies filtered in from their lunches or assignments, stuffing themselves inside a dozen cubicles. All new faces. Most stayed a year or less before getting promoted, landing a job in public relations, joining the communications staff for some congressman, or fleeing to a new career like selling insurance or professional skateboarding.

The nation’s capital held all the action for journalists, just not for me. There had to be something better than this. No clue what it would be and when—or if—it would show up. While Izzy waited for the end, I still waited for the beginning.

I returned a few phone calls, replied to more emails, and organized my calendar with meetings and events I’d cover over the next few days. Then off to the food court for my afternoon break, down three flights of stairs for a coffee to get me to the end of the day.

Stretch, flow, rejuve hadn’t exactly done the trick today.

Izzy sat in the almost empty food court, two hours after the lunch crowd had disappeared. She sat at a table for two, her !!!THE END IS NEAR!!! placard in the chair across from her.

I grabbed a coffee and walked over. “They let you in, I see.”

“Security guard went for a piss, so I slipped in. That guy”—she pointed to the server behind the pizza counter—“doesn’t care as long as I got money.”

“Good thing you’ve got money. Can I sit?”

“Help yourself,” she said, then crammed an extra-large bite of pepperoni-sausage thick crust in her face.

“I thought you were vegetarian.”

“Sometimes,” she said around a mouthful.

I moved the sign to the floor and sat. “What’s your story?”

A journalism professor had taught that line. She’d said everyone has a story and they’re all just waiting for someone to ask. She recommended it as the best opening line when you’re meeting a possible source for an article you’re working on.

She also said it was a great line in social situations for those who had trouble starting a conversation with someone they’ve just met. She’d looked right at me when she said that.

I’d used it a few hundred times since then. Mostly, it worked. Sometimes, people just stared at me like I was a bit off-kilter.

Izzy gave me that look.

As the professor had also taught us, I remained silent. Let the silence hang until it gets uncomfortable, and the other person will eventually fill the gap.

A verbal game of blink.

Izzy blinked first.

“Which story?” She somehow turned the game table back to me.

“How many stories you got?”

“What a stupid question,” she said and shoved a huge bite into her mouth. She chewed slowly and held my gaze. She knew how to use the uncomfortable silence ploy too, and with a mouth overflowing with strings of cheese, she’d cornered me into speaking.

“Two stories, actually,” I said. “Something about you doesn’t strike me as the usual street person. How’d you wind up in this situation?”

She swallowed and took a sip of her bottled water. “What about me doesn’t strike you as the usual?”

“You don’t seem mentally ill or intoxicated, at least not when I’ve seen you. You sound educated. Middle class or better. Something about the way you speak and carry yourself. And your teeth...”

That caught her attention.

“What about my teeth? Something in them?” She closed her mouth and ran her tongue around the inside of her lips, sucking on her teeth to clean any bits of pepperoni that might have stuck.

“No, nothing like that. I meant... I shouldn’t have said...”

Intimidated by a homeless woman.

“I just mean... your teeth are perfect, like you’ve had good dental care your whole life and you’re still brushing on a regular basis. Not something you generally see among folks living on the streets.”

“What’s the other?”

No idea what she was talking about. Maybe I’d spoken too quickly about mental illness. “The other what?”

“The other story. I hope it has nothing to do with my teeth.”

“Oh, that. What’s the story with the sign? The end of the world. Or is that just an attention-getter to draw donations?”

Izzy’s eyes never left mine as she took another long drink of water. “Who said anything about the end of the world?”

“Well, your sign, to start with.”

“Just says the end. Doesn’t say the end of what.”

Now she wanted to play word games. Semantics. That was a game where I could hold my own. This was my chosen profession.

“What end is near then?”

“The End of Days.”

“The End of Days?” Another tip from the professor that I’d committed to my repertoire. Repeat the last thing the person said as a question back to them.

“The end of this age. The world will continue, despite our best efforts, but this age shall pass.”

“What age is this? Like, do you mean how the Dark Ages passed, and the Renaissance, and the Industrial Revolution? Space age, information age.”

“This is the Age of Man. It will end soon.”

“What age comes next?”

“What will it matter? Are you really this dense?” She shook her head as if there was no more hope for me than for the Age of Man.

That hurt. I’d never been called dense before. A little too smart for my own good sometimes, which paired with a lack of social skills that could make me seem, well, a bit dense at times.

She pulled a newspaper out of her sweater and waved it in front of me, an abrupt shift to excitement. Agitation. Bubbly, maybe. The paper had been crumpled and then straightened out. A food stain—I hoped it was food—covered the lead photo on the page she shoved in my face.

“Did you see this? It happened. It’s happening.”

“What are you talking about?”

She pointed to which headline had her downright giddy.

An earthquake in Northern California, a moderate temblor of 5.1 on the Richter scale, centered in a rural farming area between Redding and Chico—no injuries, no serious damage. Held no interest for me since MidAmerica had no media properties in that market.

“Yeah. Why are you so excited?”

“I prophesied this. It’s the first sign.”

And... she’s off her meds.

“You predicted there would be an earthquake in California? That’s not too tough, ya know.”

“Don’t you know anything? This is four hundred miles from the fault line, and the prophecy predicted this specifically. It’s real. It’s happening.”

She bounced up and down in her seat, like a child waking up on Christmas morning, glee on her face. Not the reaction I’d expect if the end was near.

I nodded goodbye and started to head upstairs but couldn’t restrain myself.

“What exactly did you predict?”

“That there would be an earthquake with no injuries.”

I couldn’t let it go. “Did you tell someone your prophecy? Or write it down or something?”

Her face morphed into the child who found a lump of coal in her stocking, but she didn’t respond.

“And if the end is near, why would it start with a mild quake in an unpopulated area? That doesn’t sound very apocalyptic to me.” Not sure why I felt like digging in. Her addled mind couldn’t comprehend my logic. Would she turn angry, even violent, if her delusions were pierced?

“It was an early warning,” she said. “A shot across the bow, so to speak. I’ve been given the truth, and that’s all that matters.”

An uncomfortable feeling washed over me in nearly visible waves. What emotion was this? Guilt. That’s what it was. Not sure why. Punching down maybe. Picking on someone at the lowest point in her life, maybe through no fault of her own.

I tapped her on the wrist before she stood to leave. Right on that cardigan. I’d hit the hand sanitizer station at the elevators, hopefully before I touched my face.

“Maybe you should write these things down,” I said. “That way, you’ve got a record of it. Otherwise, no one will ever believe you.”

“Oh, that’s a great idea.” Her tone of voice matched the roll of her eyes. “I’ll run right down to Office Depot for some pencils and notepads. Or maybe an iPad.”

She stared at me until I had to break eye contact. I looked down at the earthquake headline.

“Why do you think this age is going to end?”

Izzy swallowed the last bite of her pizza, finished her water, and grabbed her sign before answering. “He’s tired of it.”

“Who is?”

She stood and tugged her cardigan together to brace against the cold. “He Who Is.”

​
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Chapter 3​
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“Nice panties.”

Despite her dazzling smile and articulate speech, Izzy clearly wasn’t quite right. Each time I entered or left the building, I glanced around, hoping not to see her. More importantly, hoping she didn’t see me.

She’d disappeared. No Izzy to avoid.

Not just for a day or so, but at least two weeks.

Relief or dejection, not quite sure, or both mixed together, but some emotion hit me, I was pretty sure—just couldn’t put my finger on it.

The House of Representatives went into a two-week recess in mid-February, and with nothing of importance scheduled for the Senate agriculture committees, my schedule emptied out. I caught up on other assignments, some analysis pieces for the MidAmerica audience of corn, potato, and dairy farmers: how budget cuts to subsidies affected farmers and consumers; how the trade restrictions with Russia and China made it even worse.

Captivating stuff.

The email from corporate popped in, addressed directly to me, with more than thirty names on the CC line. Since things slowed down in DC so much this time of year, could I take a couple of weeks to come up with a larger, enterprise story that could publish in all our media markets? Maybe nothing to do with my usual farm beat. Not quite investigative journalism, but a long-form, in-depth look at some topic. Maybe an overarching issue-oriented story that I’d produce, and the individual newspapers in our group could localize, all of which could be repurposed into two-minute segments by our TV affiliates with multimedia presentations on our websites.

Yeah, sure, I could do all that in two weeks. Corporate suit probably never wrote anything longer than a memo in his career.

Despite the polite tone and professional wording, it was an assignment, not a suggestion. I only had to come up with a topic, coordinate it with more than thirty publications across the country, and write it before Congress picked up full steam again in two weeks.

I knocked off work at lunchtime and went home to think about it, maybe over a tuna sandwich and a cold beer or three. Maybe I’d hit the Irish pub down the block from my apartment instead—better food, better selection of beer, too, if my roommate had even left me any.

Levi’s routine included staying up all night on the computer and drinking all our beer. I never asked what exactly he did on the computer. I didn’t want to know. Coding. Building websites, some perhaps legit. Hacking. Sending spam emails to scam old ladies out of their Social Security checks. Who knew? He didn’t have a job to go to, but always had money for rent. Cash. Sometimes he had to go to the bank to exchange foreign currency to US dollars. I didn’t question it when he offered to pay for dinner and beers.

An evening out with Levi could be so uncomfortable that even his offer to pick up the tab didn’t always entice me. Be hard pressed to find two people less capable of conversation. The only thing I detested more than small talk was listening to Levi for an hour and a half, “super-excited” to explain some code he’d written and what it could do.

“Okay, okay, in layman’s terms, what this really means is...”

Even Levi’s layman’s terms remained outside my grasp.

My parents considered me the IT professional because I could enter their Wi-Fi password correctly. At the office, I knew all the programs I used and seldom had to message the support geeks at corporate.

Over fish and chips and a couple of Harps with Levi, I’d feel like a six-year-old in a nuclear physics class at MIT.

All I could do was nod and try to keep my mouth full so I wouldn’t have to keep saying, “Wow, cool. That’s interesting.” It was as far from interesting as I was from a Pulitzer.

Levi wasn’t home, thank goodness. I dropped off my backpack, changed into jeans, and walked the two blocks to the pub for a peaceful meal and pint. Make that a Coke. No beer until I could think of an idea for a big-picture story, get it approved, start work by tomorrow morning with only two weeks to complete it, coordinate it with all the newspapers in the group, and...

This was impossible.

I scrolled through emails and messages, phone in one hand, burger in the other. Apparently, no one else had taken the afternoon off. Most were group emails that included me out of politeness, or to keep me in the loop about things even if I wasn’t involved and had no need to know. An announcement of a new policy from HR, a daily occurrence.

Then a message from corporate about the “suggestion” that I come up with a giant enterprise story—subject line CLARIFICATION:


A couple of sharp-eyed editors have already responded to my previous email and pointed out a potential for misunderstanding. I’m not requesting a company-wide enterprise story PUBLISHED within the next two weeks. What I’d like from Mr. Mann within the next two weeks is an idea, a topic, or even two or three suggested topics. Then we can see if there is enough interest from our newsrooms to proceed.

Sonny, feel free to poll the managing editors for suggestions. What I’m looking for is a piece, driven by our Washington bureau chief, on a national issue that affects our markets and that our newsrooms can add local color to tailor for their audiences.

Thx

Daniel P


That was a relief. I could come up with an idea in two weeks.

I ordered a beer.

I polished off the burger, half the fries, and a second beer before heading home.

Levi sat at the kitchen table eating cold, leftover pizza in his boxer shorts. I was thankful for those. I’d reprimanded him twice for sitting at our kitchen table completely nude. I should have burned those chairs.

He hadn’t combed his hair since New Year’s. Clearly, he’d just crawled out of bed at three in the afternoon.

“Breakfast of champions,” I said.

He mumbled something incoherent with a mouthful of food, and swallowed before cracking open a beer. “I restocked the fridge.”

That might have been a first, so I grabbed one.

“They’re probably not cold yet.”

That didn’t stop Levi from washing down his cold pizza with warm beer, but I put mine back. I wondered if he’d gone to the store in his boxer shorts, or if he’d gotten dressed to go get beer then stripped down to eat. Either scenario was a distinct possibility.

I grabbed my laptop and pulled up a chair at the table.

“Dori’s coming over later,” Levi said as he walked across the kitchen to throw away the pizza box.

I was definitely not in the mood for conversation or company, but I never minded Dori coming over.

“So, have you asked her out yet?” I knew better. If she was waiting for Levi to ask her out, she’d be waiting a long time.

“Of course not,” he half-said, half-belched. “Friend zone. Business partner. Not going to mess that up.”

It was completely debatable who might have friend-zoned whom.

“What are y’all working on?”

Levi laughed.

“What?”

“I never paid attention to your southern accent until Dori mentioned it. Now I can’t stop hearing it. She thinks it’s cute. Maybe you should ask her out.”

I lived with one geek. Last thing I needed was to hook up with another. Or, if we dated for a bit and then broke up, I’d have to move because she worked with Levi most nights, and that would be awkward.

Levi moved to the couch and flipped open his ancient phone. This brainiac still used a twenty-year-old cell phone with duct tape securing the battery cover.

I searched all the top political, economic, and social issues of the day, trying to generate some spark of an idea that would have national play and interest to average folks in the heartland, something of importance to flyover country and the people flying over: immigration, school choice, banned books, electric tractors, maybe.

I closed the laptop and grabbed a slightly chilled beer. Levi had splurged on some Japanese import. Bottles. Caps were not twist-off, I discovered the hard way.

Levi looked up and spoke for the first time in nearly an hour. “Code to incognito IP addresses, like Tor. Misdirects GPS locators on your phone.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Answering your question.”

“I didn’t ask anything.”

Levi shook his head like I was having early onset dementia in my twenties. “Yeah, you did. You asked what me and Dori were working on.”

***
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I went to bed around nine, not to sleep but to keep working in private. More to leave Levi and Dori with their computers and codes and excited giggles over whatever they worked on. By eleven, I still had no “ah-ha” idea for the assignment. I fell asleep thinking it would come to me in my dreams.

It didn’t. Or if it did, I didn’t remember.

The alarm blasted. Still dark outside this time of year. I stumbled to the kitchen to make coffee and read the latest headlines.

“Nice panties,” Dori said.

She was still here. At least I had on boxers and a T-shirt, more professionally attired than Levi when he crawls out of bed. Never heard boxers called panties before. Considered going back for pants.

Screw it.

“You want coffee?” Everyone knew I was talking to Dori since Levi never touched the stuff.

“No, thanks,” she said. “It’d keep me up all day, interrupt my circadian rhythm.”

“Sun will be up in an hour. Don’t y’all need to get back to your coffins?”

Levi ignored me, but Dori cackled like it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard.

“It wasn’t that funny,” I said.

“The joke was lame, but I love it when you say ‘y’all.’”

I hit the start button on the coffee pot and headed for the shower.

Note to self: don’t say ‘y’all’ around Dori anymore.

​
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Chapter 4​
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“The gentle flow of Shiloah is spurned once again.”

The incessant rattling of a tambourine miraculously reappeared that morning. I ducked in unnoticed.

At lunch, with a pack of a dozen pens and six reporter notebooks from the supply cabinet, I headed out to see her.

“Where am I supposed to put this stuff? Not like I’m pushing around a grocery cart.”

Hadn’t thought about that. I opened up the pack of pens and gave her two, along with one of the notebooks, a narrow pad with the spiral binding at the top.

“I’ll hang onto the rest. When you need more, just let me know.”

Izzy pocketed the pens and notebook in her cardigan. She never said thank you.

Not sure why I expected her to, or why I was disappointed that she didn’t seem grateful. I gave her a dollar.

She at least nodded at that.

***
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Back at my desk, the picture of Roni smiled at me with her big brown eyes and golden hair. First girl I’d ever slept with. She started each night curled up next to me, but when she got too hot, she’d curl up at the foot of the bed. My parents had surprised me with a birthday trip to the local shelter, where we picked her up the day before they were going to put her down. A golden-chow mix, she was fiercely loyal, and fierce. She didn’t get along with the other dogs in the pound. She never did get along with other dogs.

After plowing through every unimportant email and voicemail, the directive from Corporate Daniel stared at me, but still no brilliant idea formulated in my head. I replied to let him know I’d received his email and would send some potential topics, but emailing all the news editors in the group to solicit ideas felt like passing the buck rather than stepping up and taking charge.

Showing initiative on a national news story would look great on my resume.

An afternoon jolt of caffeine would wake up the brain cells. I gave Roni a tiny pat on the head with one finger and headed downstairs.

Izzy sat in the food court again, this time with a Philly cheesesteak and potato salad. She waved me over.

She continued scribbling furiously in her notebook for another minute before flipping it around to show me.

Her handwriting was meticulous, a cursive script they no longer teach, like my mom had forced me to learn. Almost calligraphy, with little flourishes on any letter with a descender, just like Mom’s. Izzy crossed her t’s not with a straight line, but a swoosh. The dots over her i’s were tiny, matching swooshes. She’d even decorated a few capital letters with flowers and vines like some ancient manuscript. She’d probably spent as much time gussying up her scroll as she had writing it.

She’d filled six pages, both sides, in the skinny little notebook.

“Read this.” It wasn’t a request. It was a command, probably from He Who Is.

I flipped through the pages, then skimmed the first page. “I don’t have time to read all this right now.”

“He Who Sent Me gave me this message to tell the world.”

“How are you going to tell the world by writing in a notebook and standing on a street corner?”

“He has anointed you as my scribe.”

“Your what?” I’d never been anointed anything before and didn’t plan on starting now.

I needed to take my coffee back upstairs and get down some ideas for my story. Suits generally acted like their minions sat at their desks with nothing to do, awaiting the opportunity to jump into a major project. Which was pretty much my reality with Congress in recess.

“You’re a reporter, right?” Izzy stared at me with dark eyes, intense, but no sign of obvious mental defect or disconnect from reality, despite her words.

“Yes, I’m a journalist. That’s what I do.” I didn’t recall telling her I was a reporter, but this was the National Press Building.

“You will report my prophecies, and then you will report on them again when they come true. Then the world will see.”

There was that disconnect.

“Look, it doesn’t work that way. I work for a bunch of Midwestern newspapers and TV stations. I report on agriculture policies that affect readers in Farmlandia. I do not report on the apocalypse. If I tried, they’d fire me. Then I’d be standing on the corner with you begging for money.”

That came out harsh, but there was no anger in her eyes, no flash of losing control of her senses and lashing out at me, trying to hit me with all her exclamation points. Hurt maybe, or disappointment. Her eyes held deep disappointment in me.

That was an expression I could read. I’d seen that look before, mostly from my parents, like when I told them I was going to major in journalism rather than some STEM field, where they’d both built careers. Dad had said—frequently—that with my particular strengths and, um, personality, maybe I’d be more suited to something where my job didn’t require interacting with other people quite so much.

My journalism adviser had given me that look when I said I wanted to concentrate in newspapers. She acted like I wanted to write on parchments with quill and inkpot. It was how my girlfriend—ex-girlfriend—stared at me when I told her I was moving to Washington, DC, after graduation. Naomi couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t want to stay in Missouri, find a job in Kansas City or St. Louis if I wanted to swim in a bigger pond. She dreamed of a house in a cul-de-sac in a subdivision in a suburb in one of the least interesting parts of the country.

I couldn’t get away fast enough. Show me the exit.

Naomi and I had dated the last two years of college, going from one date to three weeks to two years because neither of us had the assertiveness to call it off. It was comfortable. She was pleasant enough. She didn’t try to make me talk much. She seemed mostly hurt that she’d spent her last two years in college with me rather than dating more guys. She’d have been better off with a business major who planned to open an insurance agency in a strip mall.

My dreams were bigger. Not that they’d worked out all that big.

Izzy’s dreams were off-the-chart big. She would prophesy the End of Days, a reporter would document her predictions and the resulting calamities, and she’d capture the hearts and minds of the nation—the world. The reporter would collect a Pulitzer Prize for breaking these stories. The last Pulitzer ever bestowed.

Her eyes contained all those dreams going up in plumes of apocalyptic smoke.

“Okay, all right. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll read your notes. If what you predicted comes true, we can talk about it, but this isn’t really the type of reporting I do.”

Her eyes brightened as she tore off the pages and slid them across the table.

How did I let myself get suckered by a delusional homeless woman?

***
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That night, while Dori and Levi argued about things beyond my comprehension, I read through Izzy’s prophecy. I tried to scan it to convert it to a text document, but the scanner refused to recognize her script.

I could read it, but it made no sense. All vague generalities in lyrical, darkly poetic beauty.


The gentle flow of Shiloah is spurned once again, defiled by the sins of the people. He Who Is provides clear streams of grace and mercy to wash the dirt from the feet of His Chosen Ones, to refresh with cool drink, for the sheep to quench their thirst, to water the olive trees and fig trees, the lush fields of grain and the vineyards. Yet the people use it to cleanse their round things, to bury their dead, to dam it up in their greed, stealing the waters from those who cry out in thirst.

The Euphrates is angered and will turn to blood, then spill its destruction in vengeance. It will roar like a lion, strike like a serpent.


That was uplifting. Izzy had obviously been raised in a Bible-thumping church. She’d managed to write in that same incomprehensible style.

The Euphrates... ran through Iraq or Iran or somewhere.

Typical Old Testament stuff, or Revelation maybe. All vaguely familiar. My parents never attended church, but I went to Vacation Bible School a few summers as a kid. My friends were going, and it sounded fun. My parents rolled their eyes but allowed it.

I searched Shiloah, now called Siloam, a spring near Jerusalem. Of course it was. Where Armageddon would occur when the Messiah returned to battle the Anti-Christ with nuclear-tipped missiles fired from helicopters. Or something like that.

So, Izzy was genuinely off her rocker. I knew that yet somehow let myself get pulled into her alternate reality.

I had actual work to do. This nonsense went on for four more pages. I couldn’t waste another moment. I threw her notes in the trash, then pulled them back out and shoved them in my backpack. Least I could do was return them.

I carried Izzy’s notes in my backpack for three days. Never saw her.

​
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Chapter 5​
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“Without a mind, how can you understand?”

As I approached the building for another exhilarating day of agri-journalism, juggling my backpack and a shopping tote, who stood on the street corner other than the Great Prophetess?

“Where’ve you been?” I tried to sound curious, not concerned.

“He concealed me for three days.”

“He did, did he?” Probably concealed her in an opium den somewhere in Anacostia. “Where’s your tambourine?”

Izzy’s musical instrument usually sat on the sidewalk at her side for passersby to toss in coins or bills, which no one ever did, or in her hand making an incessant racket. Sometimes she’d shake it right in the faces of pedestrians who refused to acknowledge her existence.

“I sold it, like I sold all my possessions. He Who Sent Me instructed me to shed my earthly ties.”

I held the tote bag open. “Well, I got you another earthly possession. Sorry.”

She looked inside and poked around, then pulled out the nearly new, knee-length winter coat. Black, fake leather with a faux fur collar and quilted lining.

“I picked it up at Goodwill. It’s gonna get colder tonight. Figured you could use it.”

Izzy slipped it on over the cardigan. It fit perfectly. She buttoned it and did a little modeling twirl, smiling with her gorgeous teeth.

“There’s a pair of socks in there too.”

Her face turned serious. “Why you doing this?”

“A girl’s gotta stay warm even if the end is near, right?”

Her eyes watered in the icy wind. “Do you have any money?”

I held a dollar out for her, but she didn’t take it.

“Go buy a newspaper,” she said. “Not the Post. USA Today, maybe.”

I obeyed. Immediately inside the building entrance, a kiosk sold tourist trinkets like coffee cups printed with the Capitol dome, miniature pewter Washington Monuments, snacks, cold drinks, and a wide array of publications. I scanned the rack of newspapers and spotted the object of her desire. Three dollars. I’d have been better off giving Izzy the dollar and telling her to buy her own goddammed paper. Or she could dig one out of the trash again.

Izzy snatched it from my hands, pulled off the front section, and tossed the rest in the trash can she leaned on. She frantically flipped through the pages to the right spot, folded the paper in half, then quartered.

“Here.” She held it in front of my face, tapping on a small headline in the ‘Around the USA’ section. “Maybe now you’ll take me seriously. Take Him seriously.”

I took the paper and read the two-paragraph news brief on page eleven, near the bottom of the page.

“Okay, what does this have to do with anything?”

“The prophecy. The one I wrote down and entrusted to you. You doubted. No, not doubt. Pure disbelief. Maybe now the scales will fall from your eyes.”

I could see just fine, so I read the tiny news blip. Above average temperatures for this time of year brought torrential rains to parts of Oklahoma and Arkansas. Three rivers overflowed their banks and overwhelmed a handful of earthen dams and retaining levees. Property damage estimated in the hundreds of thousands, maybe millions of dollars. Power still out for tens of thousands of homes and businesses. No deaths reported, but a handful of injuries and a few people unaccounted for. Relatives and neighbors assumed they were out of town.

“Yeah, I see it. What’s your point?”

“My prophecy.”

“And?”

She yanked the paper from my hands and stared at the page. “Get your phone. Look for Arkansas floods. I should’ve known USA Today wouldn’t have the details.”

If she knew, I could have saved three bucks and just googled it to start with, but I dutifully followed her instructions. She looked on the verge of manic.

“Found it.” A Little Rock TV station’s website had a lot more detail. Local news.

She grabbed the phone from my hand, but I didn’t protest.

“Here.” She held up the phone for me to see without relinquishing her grip.

The Red River along the border of Oklahoma and Arkansas breached its banks. The Illinois River reached flood stage near Searcy, Arkansas. A few smaller creeks exceeded flood stage, washed out some roads. One drunk driver was rescued from her pickup when she tried to cross what she thought was a few inches of water running across the road. Turned out to be a couple of feet deep and rushing fast enough to push her Silverado downstream. The earthen dam at Flint Creek broke, flooding City Lake and submerging a park and camping area, thankfully deserted in February.

“Okay, so the apocalypse started in rural California and then hit small-town Arkansas.”

Izzy grunted and handed me the phone. “Go read my prophecy again.” She picked up her sign and stomped away.

“Wait,” I called after her. “I have them right here.”

All six pages of perfect handwriting. Nothing specific. Old Testament lingo. Symbolism maybe, but vague generalities that could mean anything someone wanted to make of them.


The gentle flow of Shiloah.

The Euphrates will turn to blood.

His enemy’s chariots of fire and iron will be swept away.

His mercy will not restrain his anger forever.

They will drink the wine of His fury.

Darkness shall engulf them for three days until the unveiling.


This was pointless.

“You still don’t believe, though, do you?”

I hesitated a bit too long. Not deciding what to say, just how to say it.

“Did you read the prophecy? Really read it?”

“Yeah, I did. I guess maybe I don’t get it.”

“Do I have to interpret everything for you? I thought you were brighter than that.”

That stung. First, I was dense. Now, I wasn’t all that bright. “Yeah, you’ll have to explain it to me, but I have to go to work. Lunch? Noon?”

“Usual table. Maybe I can get past the bouncer in this coat.” She grinned and twirled again.

***
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I composed an email to the corporate brass and far-flung news editors from cornfields and hog farms.

Immigration was at the top of my list, a major national issue. In smaller communities where my story would focus, it not only strained social services but was also a critical source of labor in predominantly agricultural areas.

The second issue on my list was the national push to electric vehicles, more accepted in populated areas and urban centers, but resisted as unreliable and unrealistic in the wide-open spaces of the heartland with farming needs, long-haul trucking, and teenage drag races down Main Street on Friday night after high school football games.

I needed one more issue. I didn’t want to send out a list of two: this or that. Send three, let the editors eliminate one and see if a consensus builds around one.

What I didn’t really want was for the editors to not like any of my suggestions and come up with their own. That would make it an assignment rather than my initiative. I still needed one more topic, but it would wait until after lunch.

***
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Izzy, still in her coat, sat at our regular table in the packed, lunch-hour food court. Her sign saved my seat.

Her tray held an empty paper plate, plastic fork, and used napkins. She’d arrived early to beat the crowd.

I set down my cheeseburger and fries and slipped into the chair.

She grabbed a fry before I could.

As I took my first bite, she dove right in. “What about my prophecy did you not understand?”

Took me a bit to chew and swallow. “All of it. Too vague. Shouldn’t a prophecy be like, ‘the rivers in Arkansas will flood on Tuesday’?”

“That’s not how He speaks.” She took another fry.

I pushed the fries to the middle of the table. “Here, help yourself.”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“Why does He speak in riddles that could mean anything or nothing at all? More importantly, who the hell is He?” Then I shoved two bites of burger into my face to give her time to talk without asking me more questions.

She ate two fries and thought about it. “Last question first. You know who He is. He is ‘He Who Is.’”

She unbuttoned her coat as the grills and ovens warmed the room beyond comfortable.

“Your first question—He doesn’t speak in riddles. He speaks in plain English. Or whatever language anyone speaks who will listen. If He provided specifics, people like you would pick it apart. He speaks with words that hearts can hear. Words that make us think. When our ears are open and our hearts are pure, the truth is clear. It’s obvious.”

“You’re going to need to show me how what you wrote in these pages,” I held up her notes, “have anything to do with this flood.”

“That’s not for me to show you. He wants you to see it. No one can show you but Him. And when you see it, you have to tell the world. That’s your mission.”

I laughed. I couldn’t contain it.

“What are you laughing at? Are you mocking Him?”

“No, not at all.” I tried to pull myself together. “I’ll just tell my boss, ‘Sorry, can’t cover that meeting. I’m on a mission from God.’” And... I lost it again.

Izzy was having none of it. She buttoned her coat, grabbed her sign, another fry, and walked out.

I’d apologize later.

***
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I scoured the internet for a third topic. News stories. Committee reports. What were people talking about on social media?

Then, there it was.

I headed out to see if Izzy was still around.

She stood there, waving her sign but not saying a word.

“Izzy, I’ll make you a deal.”

This delusional street prophet looked at me like I was out of my mind. “He Who Is does not make deals.”

“I’m not making a deal with God.”

“Don’t call Him God. He doesn’t like that.”

“Why not?”

“He has a name. Lots of them. How would you like it if he called you ‘Ape?’”

“Fine. Whatever.”

“Let’s hear the deal.”

I pulled two more reporter notebooks and two more pens from my coat pocket—a peace offering. “You want me to tell your story. I want to tell your story, just not the prophecy thing. At least not to start. I want to tell the story of how you became homeless.”

“Unhoused,” she corrected me.

“Unhoused. De-housed. Whatever. How does that happen, what’s it like, and what services are available? That sort of thing.”

“Why is that important to anyone?” She looked intrigued but sounded a little put-out. “There have been thousands of stories about homeless people.”

“Unhoused persons,” I corrected her. “You’re right. Tons of stories about the situation. You ever see a story about an individual?”

She looked away, down the sidewalk behind me, and across the street. “No, not really. But why me? Why don’t you go talk to that guy over there?” She looked at a man, maybe fifty years old, maybe a hundred, wrapped in a blanket, curled up on a subway grate on the opposite side of F Street. People had to walk around him.

“He doesn’t look like much of a talker. You, on the other hand, are articulate. You’re smart. You’d be a poster child for the home... unhoused who aren’t mentally ill or addicts. You’re not, are you?”

“Never touched drugs or alcohol. Not even once. Never even smoked a cigarette. Mentally healthy? Who is? You think you are?”

“Point taken. So, what do you think?”

“If it’s easier for you to start there, fine, but I’m not supposed to be the center of this story. The message—that’s what’s important.”

“I understand, but I’d never get that published. I can get you out there, and maybe others too, like that guy over there.” I nodded toward the man on the grate. “And maybe—no promises—the story might include something about your messages. Even if I put that in the story, editors might chop it out. I have no control over that.”

She didn’t say anything for several minutes. We stood in silence as dozens of people walked by us in all directions. No one looked at us. We were invisible. I became invisible if I stood by Izzy.

“Here’s my deal,” she said without looking at me. She picked up her sign and waved it at the blind masses that somehow dodged the sign without ever seeing it. A few gave me sideways glances, probably wondering why I was talking to a vagrant. “You figure out that prophecy, on your own, no help from me. He will reveal it to you. Then I’ll agree to your deal.”

“Deal.”

I made my way back to my desk to finish the email. I added a new issue at the top of the list.


All,

Here are three potential subjects we could explore for an enterprise package to publish this summer.

1. How homelessness impacts smaller cities and rural communities across MidAmerica. I can cover the big city situation, where it’s always existed but is growing, federal government efforts to deal with it, and national programs available through nonprofit organizations. Then each market can add how the issue impacts their local communities.

2. Immigration...


I finished with electric vehicles and proofread the email. No one wanted to see a typo from their DC bureau chief. Chief of a bureau of one.

I headed home early. By morning, I’d find out if anyone liked any of my suggestions or if I’d struck out.

I had a prophetic message from He Who Is to decipher.

***
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No Izzy the next morning, the one morning I really needed to see her.

I had two dozen emails from news editors jumping on the homelessness story. While the situation had worsened in big cities, it was a new and growing issue that small cities dealt with now. A few short years ago, it was a distant problem they’d never experienced.

Even in small towns and rural areas, schools enrolled children with no home address, living with relatives, or in a camper, or a minivan, or a tent in the woods.

The last email in the chain was Daniel confirming the choice, giving me a corporate attaboy for the great idea.

Izzy had better show the fuck up. She would be the anecdotal lead-in to the overview.

Fortunately, she stood on her corner during my lunch walk.

Instead of my usual stroll around the block, I invited her to sit on a park bench on the Mall. I’d brought an extra bottle of water just in case.

“Let me check my schedule,” she said with a smirk. She picked up her sign and snatched the bottle from my hand.

We settled on the bench, an odd couple to passersby, government employees and a few tourists even at this chilly time of year. The Washington Monument stood guard at one end and the Capitol at the other, the White House tucked out of view around the corner.

The sunshine warmed the air into the low fifties, but Izzy never removed her pleather coat.

“Did you open your heart to His words?”

“I don’t know about my heart,” I said, “but I tried to figure it out. I suppose, with some stretch of the imagination, and given how vague and nonsensical it’s written, I could make some connections.”

She looked as disgusted with me as I’d been with her cardigan. “I take issue with almost everything you just said, but ‘nonsensical’ is downright offensive.” She looked ready to walk away.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I jumped in to salvage the situation. “I meant nonsensical to me. You need to explain it in more detail. Maybe then I’ll understand.” It still wouldn’t make any sense, but I couldn’t have her walk out on me now.

Izzy relaxed a bit. “Without eyes, how can you see? Without ears, how can you hear? Without a mind, how can you understand?”

“Without a mind? Now it’s my turn to be offended.”

“That was rhetorical. Which parts do you not comprehend?”

I flipped through her prophecy, my comments jotted in the margins.

“Here.” I held a page out so we could both see. “Euphrates turns to blood. The flood in Arkansas was the Red River. Blood is red, so maybe...”

“Good. What else?”

It felt like Izzy was a schoolteacher quizzing me on why I got such a poor grade on an easy test. That had happened to me a few times—maybe more than a few—always because I hadn’t paid attention.

“That was pretty much it. Unless a chariot of iron and fire is the pickup truck that got swept away in the flood. Maybe the driver was drunk on the ‘wine of his fury.’”

“See? You’re not as stupid as you let on.”

“Okay, but I’m done now. If you can’t explain it to me, I won’t be able to help you get the word out.”

“Fine.” Now she sounded like my mother. She took the pages and scanned through my notes. “Here’s one you got.” She pointed to ‘the gentle flow of Shiloah.’

“I don’t get it. What am I missing?”

“You wrote, ‘Shiloah is Hebrew for Siloam.’”

I glanced at my margin notes. “Yeah. So? A spring-fed pool in Jerusalem. That’s a long way from Arkansas.”

“Did you look up the places that flooded?”

“Yes, I did.” I was done with this game.

“City Lake,” she said.

“Yeah, saw that. A lake in a city park flooded. Nobody around. What about it?”

“Which city park do you imagine that might be?”

“I don’t know. Somewhere in Arkansas.”

“Look it up.” She didn’t make requests, just issued assignments to figure it out rather than telling me the answer, just like my high school journalism teacher. And Dad.

I searched my phone for news items containing ‘city lake arkansas flood.’

In 0.16 seconds, 1,127 exact matches. I clicked on the headline from the first item, from a local Arkansas newspaper’s website.


The earthen dam at City Lake had held back the gentle flow of Flint Creek for 75 years, but this week’s record-setting rainfall and flooding upriver overwhelmed the dam and the small lake, inundating the surrounding park and creating knee-deep water in the nearby residential neighborhood of Siloam Springs.


Well, shit. “That’s quite a coincidence.”

Izzy sighed so hard the breeze changed directions. “Seriously? Coincidence? You still think so? This story even used the words ‘gentle flow.’”

“That is kind of weird. But—this is just me being a skeptic—I’m a journalist, ya know. I get paid to be skeptical, to find the truth. Facts. Not, ‘oh this looks like it might be something here if I squint real hard.’ I need something firmer to grasp here.”

“What would it take?”

“Something specific, not so vague that it could be construed to match anything that happens sometime, somewhere in the world
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