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Dedication

As this is the final book in the A Cure Series, I would like to thank the collected people who have helped me make this dream possible.

Among the obvious friends and family (Mom, Kevin, Marcy, Sam, Aesha, Karl, Justin), I would also like to thank Malcolm and Catherine for being such great sports at times. But if it weren’t for them making me rewrite so much, these books would have been completely different.

Each kiss was an event. Each time he brought his mouth to hers, the world would explode around them in a thousand tiny bits, only to be pieced back together by the moments in between.

His hand would find her cheek, brushing a thumb across the soft, white palette. Then, tracing across her lips, he knew every contour, every crease. Her breath would tickle his fingertip. At last when he leaned forward, he’d tease her mouth with his, pulling away before she could taste his hungry complexity.

When their lips would finally meet, she would explore him with slow strokes, begging for more and coveting his unique badge of intimacy. And when he spoke her name, his silky, soothing tenor found its way into her very soul.

“Catherine…”

Part I


Chapter 1



He was gone.

Just like that. After sixteen years of marriage, Malcolm Holmes had walked out on his family—no note, no reason, and no luggage. He’d just vanished.

Within twenty-four hours, the truck he’d been driving was found abandoned in a ditch off Highway 17. So, when the trail grew cold, it just seemed to Catherine, and everyone else who knew him, that perhaps Malcolm just didn’t want to be found. Was he dead? Perhaps. But the entire family doubted it.

After the personal search for her wayward husband had exhausted all efforts, Catherine knew there was nothing left but the crushing defeat of cold, hard anger. An anger whose weight threatened to devour her whole. Somehow she knew he’d run off with someone else—someone younger. The Englishman was infamous. Known for breaking hearts. It was only a matter of time before it was her turn.

Victoria, his youngest child at eleven, was not even old enough to understand. Rose, the oldest, and Isaac, the middle, simply assumed he was lost, with amnesia maybe. Older still, they were sure he’d be back one day. But Catherine didn’t have the heart to tell them their daddy was gone for good. Hope drifted in many ways, for many years.

Until she changed her name back to Delaney. That’s when everything happened.

* * * *

“Marry me, Catherine…again.”

Rose fell back in her chair after saving the word document for the seventeenth time that night.

“Done!” She breathed, thanking the stars she could move on to more important matters at hand.

Just as she was about to make a move for the parenting magazine at her side, a familiar voice floated from the direction of the bedroom.

“What?” she asked, watching as her husband of one year stepped out of the hallway in nothing but a towel.

“Are you done editing?” he asked, drying his dark hair with a dish towel. Rose frowned; she hated when he used the good dishrags for that.

“Yeah, just now,” she answered.

“I just finished reading them last night,” he said.

“Some agent you are,” Rose joked, shutting her laptop and giving him the full attention that her first review deserved.

“Hey, the name Jonathan Baker carries a lot of swagger in the writing business. If I’m to take on your project, I don’t want it to look like it’s only because I’m married to you,” he said with a smirk.

“Uh-huh,” she replied with a roll of her blue eyes. “Well… what did you think?”

“Well…” Jonathan paused for a few moments, toweling off the remaining water from his hair.

“No good, huh? Ugh. I worked for months on these novels!”

“They have a ton of potential,” he reassured her. “I really cared about your characters,” he said.

“Figures…that was kind of the point. Hopefully my mom will say the same thing. What else?” Rose demanded.

“Well,” Jonathan began again, taking a seat on the arm of their brand new sofa, “you got your facts right in the first manuscript; I thought it was creative that you made up your own little island.”

“Yeah, I had to get away from the discrepancies in my knowledge of history.”

“Although…”

“What?”

“Mmm…you might want to work on the future issues in the second story. Some of your technology is a little far-fetched,” he admitted.

“You think?”

“Maybe a little, but…well, I’m not the one you should talk to about that; I’m not a Sci-Fi agent.”

“Science Fiction, Jonathan. Sci-Fi is…something else,” Rose replied.

“Oh, and it should be geared toward an older audience due to the sexual subject matter,” he said.

“Gotcha.”

Jonathan stood and stretched his back. “They were both excellent. You have a great grasp of the English language,” he said, planting a kiss amid his wife’s blonde hair.

“Just like my dad,” Rose replied.

“Yeah…” Jonathan added, pausing for a beat. “You may want to change the names, though. I’m not sure your mom’s going to want the essence of her life recited in a romance novel.”

“Hey! Admit it, Catherine and Malcolm are totally period names, they were perfect! Plus…everyone always told me to write what I know, and I know my mom and dad,” Rose protested.

Jonathan sighed. “You all thought you knew your dad, didn’t you?” he asked, his voice soft. Rose nodded, recalling the many times her husband consoled her as she wept about her missing father. “By the way, you’re gonna be late for dinner at your mom’s,” he added with a wink as he disappeared back down the hallway.

“You’re not coming?” she asked, each word louder as his footsteps paced away from her.

“Not if your mom’s making that peacock thing again!” he shouted back.

Rose shook her head. “It’s Pahok not peacock! Besides…Pahok is a sauce, not a dish.”

“Call it what you will…it’s weird!”

Rose sat back and stared at the two manuscripts she’d given her husband/future agent to read. She’d counted on his opinion a great deal, hoping he’d agree to pick the first one up and sell it to a publisher. After all, it was just a retelling of her mother and father’s lives together.

“Come on, Rose, you’re gonna be late!” Jonathan called from down the hall.

“‘Kay!” Rose returned, standing from her desk and stretching her back. After ensuring her laptop was powered down, she shut off her light and trudged toward the bedroom to get dressed.


Chapter 2

“So, Isaac, what’s the big surprise?” Catherine Delaney asked at the dinner table over her trademark lemongrass stir fry and peanut curry.

“Oh, right,” her son said, sweeping back a tuft of sandy hair. “Well—”

“Victoria, what have I told you about texting at the dinner table?” Catherine said out of nowhere. Her youngest daughter’s head snapped up amid the electronic conversation.

“But, Mom! Priscilla’s parents are fighting again, and—”

“Put the phone away, Victoria,” Catherine demanded.

Victoria sighed as she shoved her phone into her back pocket, returning to her dinner.

“Go on, Isaac.”

Isaac put a hand to his chin in thought. “Forgot what I was gonna say,” he joked, plastering on a goofy, half-smile. Rose chuckled to his right; she always thought he looked just like their father when he joked around.

“Whatever, you did not,” Victoria said and sneered.

Isaac laughed and leaned across the table, mussing his younger sister’s dark hair.

“Quit it, you ass!” she cried, smoothing her ponytail.

“Victoria! Your language is atrocious! You owe me twenty-five cents, now, thank you,” her mother scolded.

“Mom!” she whined.

“Cici and I are engaged,” Isaac blurted.

The table fell into immediate silence, all eyes on the middle child. Isaac scratched the back of his head.

“Wow…” Victoria replied sarcastically.

“Victoria!” her mother scolded again. “Aren’t you two a little young?” she then asked.

“Well…” Isaac began, “it’s really more of a promise. She’s going away to college next month, and we wanted to…seal the deal before she left,” he explained.

“And here I thought it had something to do with your sister getting married last year…” Catherine joked.

“Well, at least my novel predicted the future,” Rose said.

“What novel?” Victoria asked.

“The novel she’s been writing for six months, now, Squirt,” Isaac said.

“I am not a Squirt!” Victoria cried in return.

“Guys! Enough! I just finished reading the copy you gave me, Rose,” Catherine said. “It’s a great piece.”

“I just finished editing it before I got here,” Rose added.

“And I’m in it!” Isaac said with pride.

“Yep, everyone’s in it. You, Victoria, Me, Cici, Mom, and even Dad are in it.”

“And you decided to have me and Cici get married, huh?”

“Yeah, only…” She trailed off.

“What?”

“Well…”

“She probably kills you off,” Victoria joked.

“Umm…” Rose muttered, avoiding her brother’s wide-eyed gaze.

“You do? Whoa…well…you gotta make sacrifices sometimes,” he replied, giving his older sister a wink. “I can’t wait to read the finished product.”

“Did you and Cici set a date?” Catherine asked, dishing herself some more curry.

“Not yet. But we don’t want to be one of those couples who are engaged for twelve hundred years, so we were thinking about six months from now during her Christmas break,” he said.

“Six months?!” Catherine exclaimed.

“Yeah, uhh…” Isaac began, scratching the back of his head again. “That’s not a problem, is it?”

“Oh…no, I suppose not,” she said and sighed.

“Mom?” he asked in a gentle tone.

“Yes?”

“If we put an engagement announcement in the paper, do you think there’s any chance of Dad seeing it?”

Catherine inhaled a deep breath and shut her eyes. The table was silent once again; only this time all eyes were focused on her. “I doubt it, Kiddo. Your sister had her wedding plastered all over the papers and we never heard a word,” she said at last.

Isaac nodded and dropped his chin in his hand.

“I wouldn’t hold your breath on Dad, anyway, Zack,” Victoria said. “We all know he’s never coming back. He just didn’t love his kids.”

“Oh, come on, Victoria!” Rose said angrily.

Victoria stuck her tongue out at her older sister. “It’s true! He hated us!”

“He did not!” Rose protested.

“Oh, yeah? Why else would he leave, and never call or write? Grow up, Rose.”

“Victoria, knock it off!” Isaac cried.

“Kids! Quit bickering or you’ll go hungry!” Catherine shouted.

All three children silenced at once, pouting at opposite sides of the table.


Chapter 3

“There is positively no way I am going to photograph this girl!” Malcolm Holmes cried over the phone.

Al LaLaine of LaLaine Talent Agency was taken aback. He’d never met anyone as outspoken as this man was. In general, he had the easiest time of working with the English because they were so polite. But this guy just didn’t care who heard what he said. His accent was trim and defined. Even the worst curse known to man coming from his mouth would sound like a melody. But the fact of the matter was that if Malcolm Holmes wasn’t the best photographer in the state, Al would never have contacted him.

* * * *

“Please, Malcolm. It’s her first spread, and I promise you she’s got talent,” Al replied.

Malcolm pulled a hand through his prematurely silver hair and picked up the headshot of Catherine Delaney. She was somewhat cute, he supposed. At only seventeen, she had great hair and a killer mouth, but Malcolm only photographed beautiful women, and Catherine was just a plain girl.

“She’s too pale. Her photos will come out blanched,” Malcolm protested.

“She’s Irish! That’s the appeal,” Al said. “Fair skin, green eyes, and she can hold her own.”

“Quit trying to sell me on her, Mr. LaLaine. I need a model, not another girlfriend. Actually, if you could find me one that’s both, we’d have a deal,” Malcolm replied, a half-smile tugging at his mouth.

“Come on, Malcolm, you’re the best! All right, all right, I’ll tell you what…you photograph her, and she’ll work for half.”

Malcolm leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms above his head, feeling his spine creak. “I’ll do it if she works for free and you give me a job,” he said at last.

“You’re killin’ me, Malcolm,” Al replied.

“That’s the idea…”

* * * *

Al hung up the phone and pinched the bridge of his nose. Catherine was his best model and he was damned determined not to lose money on this deal. So what if he had to hire another full time photographer? He’d been looking to get rid of one of the old ones, anyway.

He snatched up the phone once more and dialed Catherine’s number.

“Hello?” she answered on the first ring. Her voice was high-pitched, excited.

“Hey, Catherine, it’s Al,” he said.

“Do you have good news for me?” she asked.

“Malcolm Holmes has agreed to take your photos for the spread.”

“Yes!” she cried on the other end of the line. “These are going to be so good! I hope it didn’t take too much persuading.”

“Uhh…” Al began. “Not too bad. I had to offer him a job.”

“Really?”

“Yeah…uhh…and you have to work for free.” He braced himself for her reaction, and he wasn’t disappointed.

“What? Al, seriously? I can’t work for free! I’ve done six shoots and been on three covers! No one has ever worked for free on their first spread!” she cried.

“Sorry, Catherine, this is the only way we’re going to get him to do it.”

“Jesus… I’ll be the poorest model in California…”

“No, you won’t! Think of it this way: Malcolm’s name will guarantee you’ll sell more magazines. You’ll make more money this way, I promise,” Al assured her.

“I’d better…”


Chapter 4

Sometimes I still get angry when I see dishes in the sink. Like, I think…why couldn’t he have just put them in the dishwasher? Then I have to step back and remind myself that he left.

“Mom…”

Sometimes I just want to crawl into a hole and pretend like I’ve never been married, never had kids, never been in love.

“Mom?”

And sometimes I feel like if I could just turn back the clock, I would never have gotten involved with that English piece of trash!

“Mom!” Victoria shouted this time.

Catherine’s vision came into a slow focus on her hands, perched on her knees. She had been staring into space for a solid four minutes, just thinking about her ex-husband. Why?

“What?” she asked, unable to tear her eyes away from her hands.

“It’s your turn, Mom,” Rose said.

Catherine looked up at her oldest daughter, concern showing behind her crystal blue eyes. She hated to admit it, but every time she looked into those eyes, she saw…him…

“It was your turn, like, seven years ago, Mom!” Victoria, her youngest, protested. At least Catherine could look at her without seeing any of him in there. While Rose had her father’s formerly fair hair and bright blue eyes, Victoria’s hair was dark, almost black, and her emerald eyes were always full of some passion—be it hatred, frustration, or love. Then there was her son; her middle child, her pride and joy. At eighteen, Isaac was the spitting image of Malcolm, although she never wanted to admit it. Give the kid an English accent, and “Bob’s your uncle,” as her ex would have said.

Catherine picked up the two dice in her hands and shook them around. As soon as they left her palm and clattered to the board game the family was playing, she moved her piece three spaces to the left.

“You owe me two hundred bucks, now, thank you,” Isaac said.

Catherine counted out two hundred dollar bills from her stash of play money and handed it to her son across from her.

“Hurry up, Squirt, it’s your turn now,” he said to Victoria.

“Stop calling me Squirt!”

* * * *

“Hey, Mom, is everything okay?” Isaac asked later when Catherine was putting away the dishes. Family Nights almost always ended with an argument between Isaac and Victoria, and tonight was no exception. Not only had they fought about whose turn it was, but then they argued about who had the most money. In the end, Catherine decided Family Night was over and it was time for bed.

“Everything’s all right,” she said and sighed, drying her hands on the dishrag slung over the handle of the oven.

“Mom, seriously, what’s going on? You were all quiet after I asked you about the engagement announcement,” he replied, pulling her into a tight hug.

She willingly threw her arms around her son, content that he had grown into such a promising man. Even though he looked just like his father, he didn’t feel or smell of Malcolm. When her son embraced her, he held her tight, securing her to his chest. When her ex used to hug her, he would cradle her, ensuring her comfort. Where her son smelled of expensive cologne, Malcolm always smelled like fresh soap and photo-developing chemicals.

“I’m just working too hard,” she answered.

Isaac drew back and looked into her soft, green eyes. “You sure?”

“Why does everyone ask me if I’m sure?” she demanded, dropping her hands to her sides.

“Because you don’t act like it,” he remarked, his father’s half smile pulling at his mouth.

“God, Isaac…” she whispered. “Why did he have to leave us?”

“Ah, ha! See, I knew something was on your mind, Mom.” He scooped her up into his arms again and patted the top of her head. “Dad left because… Dad left. I don’t know why, Victoria doesn’t know why, and Rose doesn’t know why. We can all guess and speculate and assume, but we’ll probably never know.”

“He abandoned that God awful truck, so it’s not like we could have traced the license plates. He didn’t want us to find him,” Catherine replied, more to herself than anyone else.

“Despite what you may think, Mom, you did a great job raising us,” he assured her.

“You guys were already raised,” she admitted. “Your father did the hard stuff. The worst part of it is that he seemed to enjoy you kids. I just can’t think of any reason good enough for him to pick up and leave.”

“It’s useless trying to figure it out, Mom. It just wastes energy.”

“Yeah…” She sighed, pulling away and turning to pour herself a cup of hot coffee. “Want some?” she asked.

“Nah, it’ll keep me awake,” he said.

She nodded and stole a glance at the calendar on the wall next to the sink. “Oh, Lord, no wonder,” she muttered to herself.

“What?”

“Saturday is June fifth—our anniversary.”


Chapter 5

“Let me out down the block!” Victoria said from the front seat of her mother’s car.

“Quit being a cliché teenager, Victoria,” Catherine replied. “You’ll get out in front where everyone else does.”

“Come on, Mom! I’m the only sixteen-year-old in my class whose mother doesn’t ever let her drive!”

Catherine sighed through her nose as she pulled to a stop outside the high school. When her daughter made no move to get out, she reached over and pulled the door handle herself, then unbuckled her seatbelt.

“I’m not going,” Victoria replied, folding her arms over her chest.

“I’ll give you twenty bucks for lunch money,” her mother said.

“You’re bluffing,” her daughter responded, stealing a glance to the side.

Catherine snapped her fingers and Isaac handed her the purse nestled in the backseat. She dug through it until she found her wallet, and opened it, waving her last twenty dollar bill in front of Victoria’s face.

Without hesitation, her youngest daughter swiped the money from her hand and leaned over to give her mother a swift hug.

“Thanks, Mummy! Love ya!” she said, all smiles once again.

“Guess money can buy happiness, huh, Mom?” Isaac joked from the backseat, watching as Victoria pulled the hood of her sweatshirt over her head and leapt from the car, running forward to avoid the pounding summer monsoon.

“Only with your sister,” Catherine replied. “You need money, too, Kiddo?” she asked.

“Nah… My fourth period class is doing a potluck today.”

“All right,” his mother said and sighed. “Have a good day. Make sure Victoria thanks Priscilla’s mother for giving you guys a ride home.”

“I will. Love you, Mom,” Isaac said, kissing her cheek.

“Love you, too, Honey.”

Catherine watched her middle child bound through the rain with his yellow backpack waving about like a flag. She sighed, wondering where those eighteen years had gone.

She remembered when Isaac was born like it was yesterday. In the middle of the night, she’d been woken without warning, feeling wet and uncomfortable, only to realize her water had broken two weeks earlier than expected.

She called out Malcolm’s name, not caring if the whole neighborhood heard her cry of panic. Her husband woke at a snail’s pace and rolled over, his blue eyes narrowed into slits as he grumbled his reply.

But when he saw she had begun her breathing, he hustled out of bed and dragged her out the door. He shoved her into the car, buckling her in tight. She remembered it felt as though hours had passed before he rounded the front of the car and started the ignition.

When he pulled into the all-night convenience store and cut the engine, she shot him a panicked look.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Lifesavers, woman! You need lifesavers!” he said, fumbling with his seatbelt and exiting the vehicle.

“I need to go to the hospital, you idiot!” she cried. But he was already inside the store.

She watched him through the windshield, bracing her feet against the car floor as another contraction hit her full force.

“God damn it!” she cried, clutching the door handle with all her might. “What are you doing?”

Malcolm had tossed his purchase at the clerk, but instead of paying in haste and rushing out the door like any other normal human being would do, her husband was actually chatting with the man! She imagined him gesturing out the window to the car, bragging that his wife was about to have his second baby.

At last, when he left the convenience store and climbed back into the car, she felt like hitting him, but her fingers had molded into the upholstery. Instead, she barked at him to start the fucking car and drive to the damn hospital.

After only three hours of labor, Isaac was born at four-thirty that very morning. Although her husband had a knack for frustrating the hell out of her whenever he sensed her tension, Catherine couldn’t deny that Malcolm was the best thing that had ever happened to her. He was by her side the whole time, holding her hand and smoothing the damp hair from her forehead.

And when he held his baby boy in his arms for the first time, he cried, kissing his forehead and singing to him.

Catherine closed her eyes as the memories washed over her in a painful wave. They clamped down on her heart, often causing physical distress. When the haze in her brain cleared, and she’d fought off the tears, she opened her eyes and shifted the car into drive.


Chapter 6

When Catherine walked into the studio for her first spread, she dropped her things in her dressing room, unable to hide her anticipation at meeting the most renowned photographer in California.

She located the black garment bag labeled “Delaney—wardrobe” on its hanger and snatched it up before prancing down the hall to the stage area.

When she reached the double doors, she peeked around to see if she could find this Malcolm Holmes. There was no one else in the studio and he was easy to spot, sitting atop the makeup counter and switching out his film.

At first glance, she thought he was pretty cute. His premature silver hair was flopping over his forehead, but she thought there was way too much of it. He was clean-shaven and she couldn’t help but notice a beard would take the attention away from a nose that was a bit too big for his face. He had narrow shoulders and was very thin. All in all, he wasn’t a terrible looking guy, but not her type.

Catherine waltzed into the staging area and cleared her throat. “Malcolm Holmes?” she asked.

He glanced up and she saw he had the most gorgeous blue eyes. “Makeup’s across the way; you may want to pop on over there before we begin,” he said, turning back to his camera.

She gave him a look. “I’ve already been.”

She could see a slight scowl form on his thin lips, but he didn’t look up again. “All right, then. Put on what I’ve picked out for you.”

“Yeah…about that…” she began.

This time, he stopped fiddling with his camera and supplied her with his full attention, his silver eyebrows low.

“It just seemed…I dunno…kinda skimpy.” She shrugged her shoulders and set the garment bag on the chair beside her.

“You either wear that, or go naked. It’s up to you, Love,” he said.

“Excuse me?” she demanded.

“You heard what I said.” He hopped down from the makeup counter and approached her, giving her a once over with his twinkling blue eyes. “If you’d like to go naked, I’d have no objection.” He winked at her in the most vulgar way she’d ever imagined.

“Mr. Holmes, can we get something straight right now?”

“Sure.”

“I’m not going to sleep with you.”

Two things she never expected happened then. First, Malcolm Holmes let out a laugh that echoed across the staging area and down the hallways of the studio. Then, when his laughter died down, he patted her soft cheek the way one would a tiny animal or baby.

“I’d never think of it, Love,” he said with a half-smile. “Let’s just get Plain Jane taken care of so I can go home and photograph some beauty queens.”

* * * *

“Isn’t a photographer supposed to bring out the best in his models?” Catherine demanded later, tossing the pictures onto the desk of her agent. She stole a glance over at Malcolm, who sat on the sofa in the corner, as comfortable as can be.

“It’s not me, Love,” he replied. She winced at the stupid nickname he’d given her, imagining he called all of his mistresses the same. “You’re just not camera-friendly.”

“Right…which is why I was on the cover of three magazines last quarter,” she spat.

“Uh-huh…the before picture for those Plain Jane makeovers, right?” he said and snickered.

Catherine wheeled around and turned on Al, her agent. “Just where did you find this loser, Al?” she demanded. “And why on Earth would you think he could handle me?”

“Now, Catherine, Honey—” Al started.

“Handle you?” Malcolm said, standing from the sofa.

Catherine did another one-eighty and stared down the photographer.

“You’re just a kitten, Love. In order for my photos to come out right, you’ve got to be a tan, tall, beautiful goddess,” he replied.

Catherine huffed. “Yeah? Well, I prefer to be photographed by tan, tall, muscular men. Not some narrow, porcine, ill-mannered Brit!” she retorted.

“Ooh…” Malcolm said, raising an eyebrow. “Perhaps she does have some zest in that plain soul of hers.”

“Call me plain one more time!” she warned.

He was silent for a moment, that stupid, half-grin on his face. Catherine had thought she’d won the battle. That is until he said, “You’re plain, bare, clean, muted, restrained, stark, unvarnished…vanilla.”

Her blood boiled in her veins and she snatched up the photographs, tossing them at his head. “I never want to see you again!”


Chapter 7

Catherine found it was harder than ever to focus at work. She had piles of grievances and terminations to sort through, and after four hours of rifling, she felt as though she hadn’t done anything.

She sat down in front of her computer and clicked the icon for her e-mail. She clicked the GET MAIL button and her computer hummed in thought. At the bottom of the screen, the e-mail taskbar read DOWNLOADING MESSAGES 1 OF 34. She sighed. Thirty-four e-mails?

Most of them were junk, two or three were from several employees wishing to know what their balance of sick leave was, and one was a payment reminder from her attorney. She’d been divorced four years and was still paying for it!

Upon further inspection, she noticed one of the e-mails was from a coworker of whom she was quite fond.

Ted Jackson had dark eyes that held brooding mysteries underneath his somewhat sloping brow. His bright, dazzling smile was enough to make her heart skip, and she found herself often wondering how it would feel to run her fingers through his luxurious thick head of dark hair. God, she needed a man.

Catherine sighed and clicked on the e-mail with a subject reading Dinner Friday Night. The e-mail had just three words in the body: How about it?

Sucking in a breath, Catherine hit the REPLY button and moved her cursor to the body of the message. Her fingers hovered above the keyboard for what seemed like hours.

Why was it so hard? After being with the same man for seventeen years, dating was the furthest thing from her mind. But she desperately needed to save money on batteries, so she typed in two simple words and hit SEND. What time?

She gathered her things, ready to get out of the office for lunch when her desk phone rang. She glanced down at the display, but all it said was OUT OF AREA. She let it ring, and left her cubicle. She informed her coworker in the area next that she’d be back in an hour and headed out the door. But not before noticing the MESSAGE WAITING light on her phone was blinking a steady red.

* * * *

“Oh, Christ,” she muttered when she’d reached the front door of the building. It was pouring cats and dogs, and she’d left her umbrella at her desk on the fourth floor. Instead of going back into the elevator and frittering away another ten minutes of her lunch hour, she breathed deep and positioned her large purse over her head.
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