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EXCERPT FROM THE DAY THE RAINS CAME: AN ANNOTATED TIMELINE OF THE DELUGE

THE FORECAST FOR Greenville, SC, on April 24th, 20—, was clear and sunny with a high of 77 and a low of 54. The predicted chance of precipitation was zero percent. Allow me to repeat for emphasis: zero percent. In the years following what has commonly come to be known as ‘The Deluge’, meteorologists and other scientists have studied the phenomenon from all aspects. While there is still much that no one understands, many questions that remain unanswered, and countless conflicting conclusions, on one thing all the experts agree.

It should not have rained that day in Greenville, SC.

This is important to note because it shows that right from the onset, there was nothing natural about the Deluge.

The date in question did start off as expected. Sunrise was at 5:45am, and the day dawned as clear as promised. Not a cloud in the sky, and the air was warm with low humidity. When interviewed for this book, Eugene McArthur (a lifelong resident of Greenville, SC) described the day as “one of those perfect southern days made for picnics and long strolls.” And yet at nearly 12:30pm, that perfect day would turn into a nightmare. The first stage of what would become a global disaster. The residents of Greenville, SC (population just over 58000 at the time), had no way of knowing that their quaint city was about to become the epicenter of an event that would change history.

***

11:35am

Pamela Weston hated nice days.

“Grande Caramel Frappuccino,” she announced, then handed the drink to a young blonde girl who snatched the cup and marched off.

Pamela turned back to the line that stretched all the way to the convenience section.

The young man next in line said, “I’d like a blueberry scone and a tall Iced Pineapple Matcha.”

Shit! Not a drink with which she was familiar. She’d have to pull out the directions and fumble through it step by step, which would slow down the process even more. She grabbed the two-way radio by the register and said, “Jessica, I’m going to need you to come help me in the café.”

A few seconds passed, then came the staticky reply: “I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

Pamela groaned internally as three more students joined the line. “It can wait. Get up here now. Please.”

She turned away from the waiting crowd, sure she could feel their annoyed stares drilling into her back, and began riffling through the book of drink recipes, looking for the Iced Pineapple Matcha.

When Pamela had taken the job as manager of the bookstore at Friedkin University two years ago, she’d thought it was a smart move. She’d been working at the Spartanburg County Public Library, a thankless job that mostly consisted of shooing out the homeless, and having her crotchety old boss tell her on a near-daily basis that she was too ‘flighty’ to ever be taken seriously in a professional setting. So when the campus bookstore position presented itself, she’d jumped at it, viewing it not only as a great opportunity but as vindication, proving that she was in fact managerial material.

And in all fairness, she had loved the job for the first year and a half. Sure, the weeks around new semesters were a crazy rush and annual inventory could be a headache, but the environment was so much more peaceful than the library, and her staff seemed to respect her. She, in turn, tried to always treat them with respect and understanding, never wanting to be like her previous supervisor. Of course, sometimes she felt she erred too far on the side of understanding, to the point that some of her employees saw her as a pushover. But ‘rather too soft than too hard’, as her grandmother used to say.

As she studied the instructions for the pineapple drink, out of the corner of her eye she noticed a few students leaving the line, grumbling and shooting Pamela nasty looks. Part of her saw these defectors as lost revenue for the store, but another part of her felt only gratitude and wished more customers would find the wait too long and give up. She glanced toward the back of the store, seeing no sign of Jessica.

“Jess, where are you?” she said into the radio.

“I just need to finish this one order.”

“I said that could wait,” Pamela answered, allowing a hard edge to creep into her voice. “I’m all alone up here, and I’m swamped.”

She hoped that some of the customers, overhearing this conversation, would take a little pity on her—but their expressions suggested otherwise. She turned away from them again and started trying to put together the complicated drink.

For perhaps the millionth time in the past six months, she found herself cursing Angie, the previous café manager. Pamela realized this wasn’t entirely fair. Angie had a right to take another position, and she’d worked out a full notice. It wasn’t the young woman’s fault that corporate had decided to hold off on filling the position, stating that Pamela could do double-duty for a while, managing both the bookstore and the café. No increase in pay came with these new responsibilities—but the headaches had increased threefold. Especially on nice days. Good weather brought more visitors onto campus. They walked around the lake right outside the bookstore, bringing in more business, particularly to the café side. Good weather also meant the café staff, made up mostly of students, were more likely to call out. Funny how these young people always seemed to get sick on warm, sunny days.

Today both the baristas scheduled for the morning had called out, Tanya claiming she had a stomach bug and Rudolph saying his grandmother was in the hospital. Pamela never used to be a cynical person, but she found herself having serious doubts about these stories. Yet in the end she’d simply wished them both well and realized she’d have to work the café alone.

Pamela overfilled the cup, spilling green liquid over her hand and the counter. Whispering an expletive, she snapped a lid onto the cup, wiped it down, then grabbed a scone from the bake case, throwing it on a plate.

The young man stared down at the scone and started, “Could I get that heat—”

When he glanced up at Pamela, he stopped mid-sentence and took his items. “Never mind. It’s fine.”

Finally Jessica came scuttling up from the back, taking her sweet time. When she’d made her way behind the counter, Pamela said, “Okay, I’m going to take orders. You make the drinks and—”

“Dr. Acker has requested a book for one of his summer classes. It’s out of print and almost impossible to get. I tried explaining that to him, but he insists he needs that particular text. Nothing else will do. I’ve found a half dozen used copies through Textnet, but I need about a dozen more. I don’t know what these professors expect—”

“Pause!” Pamela said. This was a technique she’d developed to halt Jessica’s frequent rants. Though Jessica was at least twenty years Pamela’s senior, at times Pamela felt like a parent trying to wrangle a hyperactive child. “We can discuss this later after Charlie comes in at two and can take over things here at the café. In the meantime, I’ll take the orders, you make the drinks. Got it?”

Jessica looked unhappy, but then she always looked unhappy. Sometimes she reminded Pamela of that old cartoon dog that seems perpetually depressed even when he’s happy. However, Jessica nodded her assent.

As Pamela took the next order, she found herself hoping desperately that Charlie wouldn’t call out. He was her most reliable barista, but today had already turned into such a cluster, she wouldn’t have been surprised by anything.

God, I hate nice days, she thought. Why couldn’t it be raining?

***

11:50am

Eugene McArthur and his wife Helen wandered off the paved path that wound around Friedkin Lake, taking a seat in the wooden gazebo and watching a gaggle of geese float across the sparkling water in a V formation. Eugene took his wife’s hand and squeezed it.

“Thanks for insisting we get out,” she said, smiling at him. “It’s too lovely to spend another day cooped up.”

Eugene lifted Helen’s hand and kissed the tips of her fingers. They had been married fifty-five years this past January, but she was still his best friend. The passionate side of their relationship had died down a long time ago, but what remained was companionship and a bond closer than biological family.

“I thought a little sunshine and exercise might do you good,” he said. “But if you get tired, say the word and we’ll head back to the car.”

“Thanks, but I think I can make it the rest of the way around the lake.”

They were on the far side from the parking lot next to the campus bookstore, and if they continued it would take them down past the clock tower before rounding back toward the dining hall and student center. Eugene had wanted to get Helen out into the world, but he worried about her overdoing it. Still, she seemed to have more energy today than she’d had in quite a while.

“This is a beautiful campus,” Eugene said, staring off toward the outline of Paris Mountain.

“Mmm, it really is. Maybe on our way back around, we can stop at the rose garden.”

“I don’t know, maybe we should save that for another time.”

Helen looked at him, her gaze steady and calm, her words firm and without self-pity. “There may not be another time, dear. I think we both know that.”

Eugene felt tears prickling at the corners of his eyes, but he held them back. Helen was the one facing death, and yet she seemed so much stronger than him. She’d beat the cancer once, been in remission for over two years, but this time the doctors didn’t hold out much hope. She had good days and bad, but the good were becoming fewer and farther between. In the silence of the home they had shared for over half a century, the sound of a ticking clock was loud and undeniable.

“Let’s not dwell on the maudlin,” she said, patting Eugene on the knee. “I don’t want to waste the day. Let’s keep going, and then maybe grab some sandwiches at the café. I’m feeling a little peckish.”

Helen must have been feeling better, Eugene thought, because she hadn’t had much of an appetite as of late. Pushing himself to his feet, ignoring the aches and pains of age, he helped his wife up. Holding hands, they started back toward the path.

***

11:55am

Tony Christensen had just finished taping up the box and was applying the address label to it when Yolanda stepped into the back area of the bookstore and said, “The café is really swamped. I feel sorry for Pamela and Jessica.”

“I do too, but I can’t really help them. They haven’t trained me in the café yet.”

“I hope Charlie doesn’t call out, or I don’t know what’ll happen.”

Tony shrugged. He felt bad about the situation, but there wasn’t much he could do. He had started work as shipping/receiving supervisor only three weeks ago, and he was still learning how to do his own job. The café was another world entirely, and if he were to try to help, it would probably only slow matters down even more.

Stepping further into the back room, Yolanda picked up a maroon cap with the university’s initials on the front. “I still can’t believe people walk around with ‘FU’ on their clothes. Seems a bit tacky and crude to me.”

“I thought your generation liked tacky and crude,” Tony said.

“Don’t judge us all by Cardi B.”

Tony laughed, but truth be told he wasn’t entirely sure who Cardi B was. He’d heard the name and surmised she was some sort of singer, but he didn’t know much of anything about modern music. At forty-two, he never thought of himself as old, but now that he was surrounded by all these college students who weren’t even born when Friends went off the air, he realized just how out of touch he was. Carlos, one of the other booksellers, had asked Tony once who his favorite singer was. When Tony answered with Melissa Etheridge, Carlos merely shook his head and said he’d never heard of her.

Feeling the vibration against his thigh, Tony reached into his pocket to retrieve his cell, reading the text.

“Your hubby?” Yolanda asked.

“Yeah, he’s coming by around twelve-thirty to have lunch with me.”

A bell dinged from out front and Yolanda said, “Customer, gotta jet.” She left, then popped her head back through the doorway. “Make sure to introduce your husband to me when he gets here. I’d love to meet him.”

Tony swaddled a coffee mug in bubble wrap and took a moment to muse on how much the world had changed just in his own lifetime. In his teens, he would never have imagined that he’d live to see the day when he would be able to legally marry the man he loved, much less be surrounded by people who treated that marriage with such casual acceptance. And here in the buckle of the Bible Belt, no less.

He took his phone out again and reread Vincent’s text. Just a simple: See you at 1230 <3 

Tony quickly texted back, I don’t say it enough but I love you.

Two years married, five years together, and Tony still got excited about the prospect of a date with Vincent, even if it was nothing more than a quick twenty-minute lunch during a busy shift.

***

12:10pm

Dena Weathers had fallen in love with Friedkin University. She’d already been sort of in love with it, at least in deep like, from what she’d read online and the pictures she’d seen—but being here on the campus itself sealed the deal. Courtship was done, she was ready to make the commitment.

“This is the only school I want to go to,” she told her parents as they walked down the steps from the library.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” her dad said.

“I’ve been accepted, what’s the big deal?”

“You were also accepted by the University of South Carolina and Limestone College, both of which are a hell of a lot cheaper than this place.”

“You get what you pay for,” Dena said, turning one of her dad’s favorite phrases back around on him.

Her mother laughed. “She’s got you there, Jerry.”

“Be that as it may, do you realize how much student loan debt you’ll incur after four years here? It’ll take a lifetime to pay off. I know people your age don’t always cast a critical eye down the road, but a college education should enhance your future, not leave you financially crippled.”

“You’re so melodramatic,” Dena said with a roll of her eyes. “Friedkin has the best curriculum of the three colleges I’ve gotten into, and the deadline to confirm with them that I will be attending in the fall is only a week away.”

“I know,” her dad said, “but I want you to make an informed decision; consider all the factors.”

“Look, it’s my college experience, right? Shouldn’t I get to spend the next four years at the school I really want to go to?”

“She has a point, dear,” her mother said.

Dena could always count on her mother to be on her side.

Her dad smiled. “I see I’m being outnumbered again. Fine, we’ll sit down this evening and hammer out all the details.”

Dena squealed and kissed her dad on the cheek. She’d initially been disappointed when she realized an out-of-state college was impractical and she’d need to find a local school to which she could commute, but Friedkin was everything she’d ever hoped for and more. She’d never realized such a gem was so close to home. 

She wished she had been able to visit the campus earlier, but her dad’s heart attack the week before Christmas had thrown all their lives into a tailspin. He was doing much better now, thank God, and though late in the game they were finally getting to visit the campuses before she made her final decision.

Since she was out for Spring Break this week, they’d started making the rounds. First they went to USC in Columbia. Seemed nice enough, but kind of grungy and nondescript. Limestone, which they visited next, had some beautiful buildings but the campus was tiny. Her mother had said it seemed the size of a postage stamp. Still, she had been leaning toward Limestone until they’d come to Friedkin this morning.

“Let’s run back by the bookstore before we leave,” she said.

“Why?” her dad asked.

“I want to get a Friedkin hoodie or sweatshirt. I mean, now that I’ve decided, I want to get some swag to wear to school next week.”

“Already they’re getting your money,” her dad said, but he turned and started back toward the bookstore and the lake.

Her parents walked in front, and Dena practically floated behind them. She couldn’t remember being so happy. Her high school experience hadn’t been bad. She wasn’t part of the most popular crowd, but neither was she one of the outcasts or geeks. She’d had a good group of friends, was Student Council Treasurer, and part of the choral club. And yet high school felt sort of empty to her. Maybe empty wasn’t exactly the right word. More . . . frivolous. Like nothing that happened there really mattered, it was merely a training ground for the important stuff that would happen in college.

And she was finally about to enter that world. Even though she wouldn’t be living on campus, she had no doubt Friedkin would begin to feel like a second home. Actually, she felt at home here already.

Up ahead, her mother stopped and stared off in the distance, using a hand to shield her eyes. “Wow, looks like the weather is about make a big shift.”

Dena followed her mother’s gaze and saw what she meant. Out over Paris Mountain, dark thunderheads had gathered like soiled cotton, lightning flashing within them. The clouds looked ominous and dangerous, the kind that would be hanging over a haunted castle in some old horror movie.

And they were moving fast, headed straight toward campus.

***

12:20pm

Vincent Phelps drove through the main gate of Friedkin University, wheeling around the traffic circle and taking the third turnoff. He glanced in the rearview mirror but quickly looked away, unable to meet his own eyes. He wished he’d at least had time for a quick shower before leaving Raul’s, but that would have made him late for the lunch date with his husband and he didn’t want to do anything that might arouse Tony’s suspicion.
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