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“Hello?”

Larry jumped as the voice sounded in his headset, his index finger reflexively clicking the mouse button and accidentally closing the document he had open. Damn. He hadn’t even realized the line was ringing. He glanced at the opening of his cubicle, but fortunately no-one was watching him.

Recovering, he launched into the answering protocol. “Hello, and thank you for calling ePrayer, where we care about your Life...and your Afterlife. My name is Larry. How can I help you today?”

Silence. Then, “ePrayer?” the voice asked hesitantly.

“That’s right,” Larry said smoothly, re-opening the file showing the day’s preset patter. “The world’s largest provider of spoken electronic prayer services. You picked an auspicious day to call ePrayer, sir, because today we’re offering new customers a special package. Any two prayers from your chosen religion or belief system, plus a new prayer for world peace, for one low monthly rate. They’ll be offered up daily in your name by our dedicated servers—”

“I’m...I’m already a customer,” the man’s voice said.

“Wonderful,” Larry said, quickly switching mental gears—and patter. “Then you might be interested in our new buy-one-month, get-one-month free offer. It applies to any prayer of your choice, any religion, and it will be repeated as many times as you specify, daily for the full two-month period. This is really an unbeatable—”

“Did you say your name was Larry?”

“Yes, sir, and I’m here to—”

“Larry, could you just be quiet for a minute?”

Larry took a breath and bit his lip. That was...unusual. He pursed his lips and clicked to the “Dissatisfied Customers” protocol. A glance down the list didn’t reveal anything helpful. The voice wasn’t angry, crying, or offended, hadn’t demanded anything, wasn’t asking to speak to his supervisor, didn’t seem to be a crank.

“Uh, sure,” he said quietly.

After a moment’s silence, the voice said, “Okay, Larry, can you look up my file for me?”

Well, that was something he could handle. “No problem, sir. Your name?”

“Henry Rutherford.”

Larry’s fingers skittered across the keyboard as he input the data. “I show five Henry Rutherfords on file, sir. Middle initial?”

“V.”

“Thank you, sir. Code word?”

The voice hesitated again. “Phoenix.”

“Thank you. Okay, I have your file open, Mr. Rutherford. What can I do to help you?” Now maybe this weird call would get on track.

“Can you tell me what prayers I’ve paid for in the past, Larry?” When Larry didn’t answer right away, the voice chuckled. “Old men have short memories sometimes.”

“Uh, sure. Our servers recited six months of ‘Prayers for Departed Loved Ones’ on your behalf just over two years ago, and we’ve been doing ‘Supplications to Cure Illness’ for the past year. And I show a non-standard special prayer that you must have written yourself, which we’ve been incanting twice daily for two months now.”

“That would be the I-don’t-want-to-die prayer,” Mr. Rutherford said.

“Uh...if you say so, Mr. Rutherford. I don’t have the specifics here in this file.” Larry glanced at the cubicle “doorway” again, this time wishing one of the supervisors would be there.

“Well, I guess it worked—sort of.”

The incoming call signal beeped in Larry’s headset and his red line light lit up. He frowned at it. There was no way he should be getting another call when he was already dealing with a client. He decided to ignore it.

“You’d better get that, Larry,” Mr. Rutherford said. “I can wait.”

Huh? There was also no way the client would be able to hear the signal from another call. Then Larry noticed that no line glowed red for Mr. Rutherford’s call. Double weird. Hoping for the best, Larry pressed the “hold” button and took the new call.

He made it only halfway through the answering protocol when a woman’s voice interrupted, said she had a wrong number, and hung up abruptly. He sighed and looked down at his phone, wondering how to go back to Mr. Rutherford since none of the lines seemed to be active. He hoped he hadn’t cut the old guy off. That would look bad. 

“Everything okay, Lawrence?” 

Larry’s supervisor, Andrea, had a soft voice and an even softer step. He whirled in his chair, feeling his face prickle with heat. He hadn’t heard her outside his cubicle.

The last thing Larry wanted was to look bad in front of Andrea, who had dark brown hair, eyes to match, and a smile that haunted his dreams. He forced a rueful smile and tried to banish his blush by pure force of will.
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