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It Was Supposed to 
Be About Pets

T here are people who dream of helping others. And then there are 
people who dream of turning that into a business. Sophie belongs 

mostly to the latter category.
She is thirty-four, goes to the gym the way other people go to the 

bakery, and has a rare ability to see “potential” in anything that can be 
wrapped up as a concept. She has no traditional education in psychology, 
and pets don’t mean much to her—but she has an idea: there must be 
a market for families who need help with their pets. Or rather: with 
what arises in families when an animal suddenly becomes the center of 
everything that never quite gets said out loud.

That’s how The Pet Therapist begins. Not with a calling, but with a 
project.

The only problem is that Sophie is missing one small thing: someone 
who actually likes animals—and who knows how to talk to people with-
out turning it into a PowerPoint presentation.

And that’s where Harold comes in.
Harold is in his zfties, soft around the edges and sharp in his gaxe. 

He’s the kind of person who notices when someone is breathing too 
fast, and who can calm a dog simply by sitting down. He has worked 
with people for many years, including therapy at the border between the 
psychological and the spiritual, and he carries an eéperience that doesn’t 
appear on any rEsumE: that what we call problems are often just secrets 
that can no longer stay hidden.
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THR PRT THRIAP2STB

Sophie hires him because she wants professional credibility in her 
concept. Harold says yes because he needs a new beginning—and be-
cause there’s something about Sophie’s energy that both irritates and 
fascinates him. 2n many ways, they are opposites: she thinks in solutions, 
slogans, and quick decisions. He thinks in patterns, relationships, and 
the small shifts that make a person change direction.

Together, they start a small consultation practice that, in theory, is 
about pets—but in practice almost always ends up being about people.

(ecause every time a family calls and says, “2t’s the dog that’s the 
problem,” it turns out that the dog is often just the one telling the truth 
the loudest.

The three stories you’re about to read form a small, unized mini nar-
rative from the beginning of Sophie and Harold’s collaboration. They 
show both their method and their collisions: Sophie’s enthusiasm for 
“technology” )and her chatbot, which often comes up with strong but 
peculiar suggestionsY, Harold’s quiet eye for what lies beneath the symp-
toms—and the way their own baggage constantly seeps into the work.

…ou’ll meet a family where a boy is afraid that their dog is becoming 
depressed. …ou’ll step into an apartment where 5eas turn out to be both 
a practical problem and a problem of shame. And you’ll see how a mess 
of unopened window envelopes can grow into something far bigger than 
administration.

These are not grand, dramatic adventures. They are small, crooked 
human stories—told with a humor that slips in just when you think 
things are about to become too serious.

And if, afterward, you begin to suspect that “pet therapy” isn’t really 
about animals so much as about what we project onto them 6

6 then you’re already well on your way into The Pet Therapist.
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When the Roosters 
Take Over

T he Co-eeMacihnDe moVcnD
“Have you ever heard of domain theory, Harold? It’s very well 

known in management, but I think it can be used in other contexts too.”
Sophie had lifted her gaze from the screen and was looking toward the 

corner, where Harold was down on all fours, busy connecting the power 
to a coNee machine. He had made do with éescafO for a long time, but 
now it was time. :n his way home yesterday, he had stopped by a thrift 
store and bought this little marvelW a capsule espresso machine.

Harold turned his head and replied a bit strained, “éo, I don’t think 
I remember that one. qhat is it about?”

“In short,” Sophie began, “it says that very diNerent rules apply in 
diNerent contexts. It’s actually super interesting.”

Harold had stood up and placed a cup under the machine, ready to try 
out the new ac—uisition. “:ne moment, Sophie. I think I’m in another 
world right now-or domain, as you might say.”

Sophie smiled. “It’s probably best you get your coNee before we conC
tinue, if I’m supposed to expect you to engage.”

Harold had inserted the capsule and pressed the button marked for a 
small cup. Seconds later, a low humming sound Blled the room, and the 
smell of strong coNee spread through the oTce.

“Eongratulations, Harold. I hope that black stuN tastes good. Pring 
the cup over here-you can have a couple of licorice pieces too. Rhe color 
matches.”
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RHA 4AR RHAjY4ISRD

Harold sat down across from Sophie. He took a sip of the coNee, lifted 
his eyes, and signaled that he was ready to listen.

“So, if the two of us are Must sitting here in the oTce, we can talk comC
pletely freely about the families we visit-also a bit bluntly and straight 
from the gut. Put when we’re out there with them, diNerent rules apply. 
Rhen we’re guests in their home, and we represent the company. Rhat 
changes the entire setup.”

“I’m with you so far, Sophie,” Harold replied, nodding.
“It’s about what framework is in place, and what the starting point 

or purpose is. It’s important to be clear about that from the beginning, 
if you don’t want to run into confusion or misunderstandings later,” 
Sophie continued, with an expression that showed she meant it.

“Rake the coNee machine, for example. Lou’ve Moked about it several 
times and made no secret of the fact that you think something like that 
belongs in an oTce. Put you still went out and bought one yourself, 
because you didn’t expect me to do it. Put if the framework had been difC
ferent-if it had been something you brought up at your MobCinterview 
or at a performance review-then the responsibility would have been 
mine. ViNerent frameworks, diNerent expectations.”

Harold smiled. He was actually pleasantly surprised by Sophie’s reC
Kections. Rhey made very good sense. He had to give her that. “Sophie, 
you’re really onto something here. 5aybe even something we can use in 
our practice. Put more than anything, it shows how important it is to 
align expectations.”

Sophie nodded. It was clear that she was pleased by Harold’s acknowlC
edgment.

“6et’s talk more about it when we have time. Put we’re a bit pressed,” 
Harold interrupted, Bnishing the last sip of his coNee. His satisBed exC
pression showed that the machine was a success. Ys he stood up, he 
glanced at his watch and continued, “qe actually need to be there in 
fortyCBve minutes, and I’d guess the drive will take about forty minutes, 
if all goes well.” Rhe last part was an unspoken reference to the 7olvo. 
Rhey both knew there was a certain uncertainty factor attached to the 
old car.
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qHAé RHA j::SRAjS RYFA :7Aj 8

Sophie nodded and stood up. She grabbed a stack of printouts from 
the printer and slipped them into her bag along with her notebook and 
phone. “I’m ready,” she said, heading for the door.

The lovJo sonDt yhe Ccte
Rhe 7olvo was a chapter unto itself. :ne could argue that it was the third 
person in the company. It had its own temperament, and it was partly 
thanks to it that Harold had been hired. Sophie was well aware that home 
visits wouldn’t be possible without a car-and she didn’t even have a 
driver’s license.

Put the 7olvo was having one of its good days. Yfter Harold had 
turned the key Bve or six times, the familiar coughing sound came, 
signaling that the car was about to start.

Harold smiled and patted the dashboard aNectionately. He and the 
7olvo had had a long relationship. 6ove and hate, as they say. In its 
younger days, they had enMoyed speed together. éow, as retirement age 
was approaching-at least as some would put it-it had taken on the role 
of Harold’s teacher in loyalty and patience. He was well aware of that and 
grateful for it.

Put everything in its own time. :r in its own context, as Sophie would 
have said. Rhis was not the time to practice patience. éow it Must had 
to drive without too much complaining. Ynd as if it understood the 
context, it limited itself to a couple of coughs and then revved up fully.

Sophie let out a sigh of relief. She rolled down the window and enMoyed 
the wind catching in her hair. She loved speed-more than Harold did. 
qhen she biked, not many could keep up with her, neither uphill nor 
downhill. Aven those on eCbikes shouldn’t count on getting ahead.

Too acDR rootyeft
“If I remember correctly, it had something to do with a chicken coop,” 
Harold began once they were out of the city.

Sophie glanced at the printout and nodded. “Les, it says here in the 
email that it’s about too many roosters. 6et me Must check. It’s a retired 
couple living out their dream of a peaceful country life together with 
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RHA 4AR RHAjY4ISR;

animals. Rhat sounds lovely. Put the problem is that all their sweet chicks 
didn’t Must turn into hens-about half of them turned into roosters, who 
lay no eggs and wake the couple every morning before Bve. Put that’s not 
the problem, they write. Rhe problem is that they can’t bring themselves 
to slaughter the roosters.”

Sophie paused and looked at Harold.
“:kay,” Harold began, “maybe they should have thought about that 

a bit earlier. Put it doesn’t sound like they’re from the countryside, and 
maybe they thought all chicks turn into hens.” He smiled to himself and 
looked at Sophie.

“qell, I’m not from the countryside either,” she replied. “I could easily 
have fallen into that trap myself. Put what are we supposed to tell them?”

“Rhey might have taken a course in rural living and animal husbandry, 
but it’s a bit late for that now. 5aybe we should do what we usually doW 
feel the atmosphere a bit and sense what the real problem is. qe tend to 
have good luck with that, don’t we, Sophie?” Harold smiled slightly. He 
knew perfectly well that their approaches were often diNerent.

Sophie had pulled out her phone and was typing eagerly. “I’m a bit out 
of my depth here, Harold. So I’ll stay a bit in the background and keep 
an eye on whether technology can help us.”

Harold nodded, —uite satisBed with Sophie’s announcement. He preC
ferred to get his Bngers into the soil and feel what was actually at stake.

The mfecV ou CoLDyfR knue
Ren minutes before the deadline, the 7olvo turned into the gravel driveC
way of a small farmstead.

Aven from a distance, it was clear that city people had taken over the 
property. jenovation was in full swing, with a tiled roof and new dormer 
windows on the main house. Rhe yard had been regraded, and along the 
wall stood a row of decorative pots with various herbs. Rhis was a place 
where people lived who had plenty of time and were about to live out 
their dreams in their third age.

Hardly had the engine stopped before the front door opened, and 
both husband and wife came out-a lively couple in their early seventies.
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qHAé RHA j::SRAjS RYFA :7Aj 9

Harold and Sophie were warmly welcomed and invited inside. Rhey 
were shown around and ended up in the garden, where coNee had been 
set out. Jrom there, they had a good view of the chicken house, which 
was, after all, what the dilemma was about.

“qell, it’s a bit dreadful-and also embarrassing-that we’ve ended 
up in this unfortunate situation,” the wife began once the coNee had 
been poured and the cookies passed around.

Rhe husband nodded. He wasn’t the one in the relationship who 
usually did the talking. Still, he elaborated on the dilemma his wife had 
hinted at. “It was absolutely wonderful when we saw the Brst batch of 
chicks hatch from the eggs. Jor us city people, it was a bit of a miracle. 
Pecause our rooster is red, and the three hens have diNerent colors and 
sizes, the most beautiful, mottled chicks came out. Some were black with 
a few white spots and looked almost like little penguins. :thers were 
white like tiny snowballs. Ynd the rest had a wonderful mix of all colors. 
It was love at Brst sight. qe were completely enchanted. qe could sit for 
hours in the chicken run, Must watching the little ones running around 
on their own and in and out under their mother hen. Rhey are one of 
the miracles of the universe-we agreed on that.”

Rhe husband paused and let his wife take over. “Put they grew up. It 
was like with children-it happened far too fast. I have to admit that 
they’re cutest when they’re small. I think we ended up with almost forty 
chicks over a few months. Ynd now, today, half a year later, they’ve 
turned into twentyCBve hens that have Must started laying eggs. Ynd now 
we’re approaching the problem, because there were also Bfteen roosters, 
whom we’ve had to move to a separate enclosure so the hens can get some 
peace. Rhey walk around there now, thinking about the hens, I imagine. 
Put what are we supposed to do with them? Rhey’ve actually become a 
bit of a burden.”

Rhe husband nodded repeatedly as his wife explained. It was clear they 
had talked about this a lot and that they were in agreement.

Harold had listened attentively, trying to sense how things Bt together.
“Had you imagined that the roosters would be slaughtered?” he asked 

carefully.
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RHA 4AR RHAjY4ISR1

Rhe wife shook her head vigorously. “It may sound foolish, but I don’t 
think we ever imagined that we would end up with a problem at all. It 
probably has to do with the fact that we’re city people. qe think chicks 
are cute, and it’s wonderful to be able to collect fresh eggs from the 
chicken run every day. Put having to slaughter some of them-that’s not 
something either of us wants. I know we have a rather romantic image of 
country life, but that’s how it is. Ynd I’m afraid that cracks will appear 
in that image if we also have to start killing the animals.”

“I can say it straight out-I would feel absolutely terrible having to 
chop their heads oN, not to mention eating them afterward. Rhat’s 
completely out of the —uestion,” the husband added.

His wife nodded. She couldn’t imagine it either.
“So what do we do?” the man asked into the air. “I don’t expect you 

to solve the problem, but we still need to talk this through with someone 
other than ourselves. Should we try to become more traditional country 
people and grit our teeth and slaughter the roosters? Rhat’s the natural 
way to keep chickens. Rhe hens lay eggs, and the roosters are slaughtered 
and eaten. :r should we give them away? Rhat’s another option. Rhen 
they’re out of our sight-the problem is no longer ours-but we also 
don’t know what will happen to them. Rhat feels a bit cowardly, I think. 
:r should we keep them? Rhat’s the third option. Rhey don’t lay eggs, 
but they still produce manure. Rhat’s also a possibility.”

“5ay we see the ones this is about?” Harold asked, emptying his coNee 
cup at the same time.

“:f course, of course,” the man replied, rising as well. “Eome over to 
the chicken run, and afterward we can see the roosters. Rheir enclosure 
is on the other side of the trees.”

The Chnidt cDg yhe mcDHefoLt WeD
Averyone stood up and headed toward the chicken run. Rhe husband 
and wife led the way0 behind them came Harold, and last came Sophie, 
who had pulled out her phone.

“5ay I take pictures?” she asked the wife.
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qHAé RHA j::SRAjS RYFA :7Aj …

“Les, of course. I think our chickens are beautiful. Rhey’re not cute 
little chicks anymore, but they still have lovely colors, and you can tell 
they’re doing well. Yt least that’s what I think.”

Sophie nodded and began taking pictures of the many chickens inside 
the wire fencing. In the middle of the run lay a large pile of lettuce leaves, 
which the chickens were now eagerly scratching and pecking at.

“Ehickens are amazing,” the man commented. “Rhey’ll eat almost 
anything. qe practically don’t have any organic waste that we throw out 
anymore. Averything comes out here to them and gets turned into the 
Bnest compost, which we use everywhere in the garden.”

“Ynd you have to see something,” the wife said in a tone that made it 
sound as if she had a secret. “Eome in here.” She opened the door to the 
chicken run and let Harold and Sophie step inside.

She walked over to something that looked like a shelf from a distance, 
but when they got closer, they could see it was the nesting boxes.

“2ust look at them,” she said, smiling as she carefully nudged the red 
hen aside, revealing a handful of chicks.

“:h-can I hold one?” Sophie asked, stepping forward and already 
reaching her hand down toward the little ones.

Rhe answer didn’t come from the wife, but from the chicks’ mother, 
who resolutely and without hesitation made her opinion known by 
giving Sophie a solid peck on the hand.

Sophie Mumped back-not from pain, but from being startled by the 
hen’s defense.

“Rhat thing is dangerous,” she managed to say, staring at her hand to 
see if there was a wound. “Yre they really that aggressive?”

Harold’s eyes met the man’s. Rhey both tried to hide their smiles.
Sophie caught it out of the corner of her eye but chose to ignore it. 

Instead, she took a picture of her hand and started typing on her phone. 
“I’m Must going to ask, Must to be safe, whether a vaccination is necessary.”

éow the man couldn’t hide his smile any longer. “qe may be city 
people, but you really have never been out in the country before,” he 
said to Sophie. “Rhe chickens have given us plenty of headaches, but 
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RHA 4AR RHAjY4ISRG3

dangerous, they are not,” he continued, trying to make the situation a 
bit more serious.

“Rhey can carry salmonella,” Sophie said, reading from the screen. 
“Rhat’s not harmless at all-and actually serious for older people and 
pregnant women.”

Harold gave Sophie a friendly nudge. “Is there something you haven’t 
told me?” he asked, and now he couldn’t help laughing.

“éo, you’re an idiot,” Sophie replied, clearly irritated, and nudged 
him back. “It’s not me I’m thinking about-it’s them,” she continued, 
nodding at the other two. “Les, sorry, but am I allowed to call you older 
when you’re retired?”

Rhe wife, who in the meantime had picked up a couple of the chicks in 
her hands and turned toward Sophie, shook her head and smiled. “éo, 
they’re not dangerous and they’re not sick, but if you want to be sure to 
avoid salmonella, it’s a good idea not to eat the eggs raw.”

She held the chicks up toward Sophie-one golden, one almost black. 
“Vo you want to hold them? Rhey certainly won’t do anything.”

Sophie held out her hands, still a bit cautiously, until she felt their soft 
down. Rhen she thawed completely and forgot all about the aggressive 
hen.

Harold was given a chick too. He lifted it up to his cheek and made a 
little peeping sound that almost could have passed for one of its siblings.

“qould you like your payment in chicks?” the man asked with a smile 
and a wink to his wife. “I think we can aNord to give you all Bve-and a 
couple of roosters on top of that.”

Harold answered with a loud laugh and handed the chick back to the 
wife. “Rhere’s probably too little meat on them for that price,” he said. 
“Put speaking of roosters, those are really the ones we’re supposed to be 
looking at.

The rootyef ChofLt
Rhe chicks were placed back in the nesting box, and the little group left 
the chicken run. Rhe man went Brst and pointed toward some tall trees. 
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“Rheir enclosure is over there behind the trees. Strange we haven’t heard 
them yet-they usually make themselves heard.”

Pefore he had Bnished the sentence, a piercing cockCaCdoodleCdoo rang 
out. Rhen another-and before they reached the enclosure! an entire 
chorus.

Rhe singers turned out to be Bfteen roosters, about twice the size of 
the hens. Rhree were red, seven were white with red combs, and the last 
Bve were a mix of all kinds of colors. Y rather impressive sight.

Sophie hung a bit back. If a hen could peck that hard, what might an 
animal that big decide to do?

Rhe man saw her reaction and tried to reassure her. “Rhey look a bit 
intimidating, but they absolutely won’t do anything. Rhey Bght among 
themselves-you’ve probably heard of cockBghts-but with us they’re 
completely harmless.”

Harold had stepped right up to the fence to study them closely. “So 
they’re out here completely without hens?” he asked the man.

“Les. Rhey’d go completely crazy if a hen came anywhere near-espeC
cially if she was broody,” the man replied, taking a step toward the gate.

“Proody-what’s that?” Sophie asked, her expression a bit suspicious.
“Y hen that wants to sit on eggs,” Harold answered with a mischievous 

smile. “So if there’s anything to what you said earlier, you’d better be a 
little careful.”

Rhe man laughed again, while the wife signaled that he should stop. 
“:h, knock it oN, you two. Rhe girl will end up terriBed of being out in 
the country.”

“:kay, Sophie, sorry-but it was Must sitting right there,” Harold said 
with an apologetic look. “qe’ll behave. Ynd it was the roosters we were 
supposed to talk about. Ynd I have to say, they’re beautiful and pretty 
impressive. I can understand why you don’t Must get rid of them, Must like 
that.”

“Les, we’re very torn about it,” the man continued, turning his eyes 
toward his wife. “éeither of us likes the idea that they should be slaughC
tered-and especially not that we should do it. Ynd we wouldn’t be able 
to eat them either.”
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“éo, that wasn’t the point of the chicks,” his wife added, “but they 
don’t stay small and cute-we found that out.”

“Lou can use them for cockBghting,” Sophie cut in. She was researchC
ing something online. “It says here that it’s a very popular sport in 
some countries, and that an aggressive rooster can easily be worth several 
hundred dollars. Ynd your breed is pretty aggressive-I can personally 
attest to that.”

Rhe other three exchanged glances, unsure whether to take her sugC
gestion seriously.

Harold felt responsible for steering the conversation back to someC
thing more relevant. “Jood, Sophie, thank you for the suggestion. 
Rhat’s probably not very applicable here. EockBghting is illegal in our 
countries. Rry to Bnd something better.”

Thfee ScRt yo bee c rootyef
Rurning to the couple, Harold continuedW “jeally, there are probably 
three options, which again have to do with your selfCunderstanding and 
your idea of living out here in the country. Rhere are three scenarios-or 
domains, as Sophie likes to call them. Ys I see it-and please correct me 
if I’m wrong-you can choose to look at the roosters the way you would 
if you’d lived in the country your whole life. In that domain, you think in 
everyday production, where diNerent things have to be useful. Rhe hens 
lay eggs and produce chicks, but roosters easily become surplus, because 
you only need one or two in the chicken run. Rhe rest are naturally 
slaughtered. Rhey end up in the pot, and you enMoy them on a festive 
occasion.”

Harold lifted his eyes to see if the others were with him. Jrom the 
husband’s and wife’s expressions, he could tell this wasn’t the domain 
they saw themselves in. Sophie was absorbed in her phone.

“Rhe next option is that you see the chickens purely as pets and egg 
producers. In that domain, the roosters also become surplus, but you 
don’t have to eat them. Lou could, for example, give them away. Rhen 
you don’t know what happens to them. It’s up to others to choose. Ynd 
Bnally the third option, which we might call the lifestyle domain. Here 
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the chickens play an important role in your dreams and in your identity. 
In that domain, you can enMoy both the chicks and the eggs, and then 
you keep the roosters-mostly because they’re part of the package, and 
you don’t want to end up ruining your dream by having to kill them for 
fear of becoming cynical. Rhen you adMust the number of chicks to how 
many roosters you feel you can keep.”

Harold paused and waited for their reaction.
Rhe couple looked at each other and nodded cautiously, as if they 

knew the options well and perhaps even knew the answer, but still hadn’t 
—uite gotten it to land.

The knuetyRve moVcnD
Rhe convincing argument, it turned out, came from an unexpected 
direction-from Sophie’s phone.

“6isten to this,” she cut in with her usual eagerness when she’d conC
sulted EhatJ4R. “qe’ve overlooked somethingL Vo you realize that a 
rooster poops doubleL”

She looked up at the other three, who all looked like —uestion marks.
“5anure,” she said, as if she were setting oN a bomb. “Rhe roosters 

produce twice as much manure as a hen. Rhe Bnest compost, it says. 
Ynd you care a lot about your garden and your organic cycle and all that. 
Here’s your answer-for seven hundred dollars.”

She smiled to herself at how neatly she’d tied the answer to the fee she 
and Harold were supposed to receive for the consultation.

Rhe couple looked at each other, and a smile appeared on the wife’s 
face. “Lou really can do something with that thing,” she said, nodding 
toward Sophie’s phone. “I have to say. Ynd I’m thinking your answer 
is probably worth the seven hundred dollars. qhat do you say?” Rhe 
—uestion was directed at her husband.

“Les, I probably wouldn’t have thought of that, but it’s probably true. 
Ynd actually my biggest dream with the chickens was that they would 
produce manure. So that Bts perfectly.”

Sophie lit up. “Ynd then you get a bonus on top-no extra charge. Lou 
have to give the roosters namesL”
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éeither of them said anything, but they looked like —uestion marks 
again.

“If you’re in the production domain, it’s important that you don’t get 
personally involved with the animals. Rhey’re going to be slaughtered, 
and you feel awful if you’ve formed a bond with them. Put with you 
it’s the oppositeW you’re in the lifestyle domain, and here it’s precisely 
about creating relationships with everyone, so daily life with them has 
meaning.”

She looked up again and noticed Harold nodding in approval. It 
warmed her from the inside.

“Rhen we’ll say thank you very much,” the man said as they walked 
over toward the 7olvo. “Ynd if you happen to come through here again, 
you’re always welcome to stop in. Py the way, I once had one of those,” 
he added, nodding toward the 7olvo. “It was a wonderful car! but that 
must be thirty or forty years ago by now.”

Harold nodded. “Les, they do say old love doesn’t rust. She’s an expenC
sive lady when it comes to repairs and gas, but she belongs in my lifestyle 
domain.”

Harold winked at Sophie, who didn’t always understand his special 
relationship with the car. 5aybe it needed to be explained this way.

Rhe 7olvo was still in a good mood, and the praise had only improved 
it further. It coughed once out of old habit and then roared to life. Rhey 
waved goodbye and seeCyouCsoon, and then they were —uickly back out 
on the country road.

The moLBveM#eg moVcnD
Pack at the oTce, the mood was relaxed after the success. Sophie had 
thrown her legs up on the desk and opened one of her favorite bags 
of licorice. She took a handful and tossed the bag over to Harold, who 
caught it neatly.

“Honestly, I thought they’d be more! country,” she said with her 
mouth full. “Rhere wasn’t any smell at all. Ynd there weren’t any Kies 
either.”
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Harold was at the coNee machine again, so he had his back to her. 
“qhere were there Kies?” he asked, clearly preoccupied with something 
else.

“In the country,” Sophie repeated. “Rhis was a light version of counC
try.”

“Rhey were country at heart,” Harold called back, now that he’d startC
ed the coNee. “5aybe they Must didn’t have it in their hands.”

Sophie smiled. “It’s not going to be easy to chop the heads oN EhrisC
tian and SMren-or whatever they decide to call the roosters. Rhey’ll 
probably give them their grandchildren’s names.”

Harold smiled again. “Les, that bonus hit the mark. Lou were sharp 
today, all in all. I mean, aside from your Bght with the hen! and your 
suggestion about cockBghting. Rhat was close to going wrong.”

Sophie tilted her head from side to side. “Sure, sure-but I tried. Lou 
can’t hit every time. Ynd I actually really liked the chicks! for the two 
minutes it lasted. Put their mother! I still hate her.”

“Les, you’ve still got a little way to go before you become a farm girl,” 
Harold went on.

Sophie nodded that she agreed. “Put the domains were a hitL Lou 
picked that up fast. I bet you’re going to use it against me, too. I can 
totally see that happening.”

Rhe smile at the corner of Harold’s mouth suggested he already had a 
few comparisons ready.

“Put!” Sophie continued, switching tracks. “Ylready tomorrow 
there’s a new assignment, and! yes, it could also be about a domain! 
the bedroom-or more preciselyW the doubleCbed domain.”

She lifted her gaze and winked at Harold. “Vo you think you’re ready 
for that?”

Yt Brst Harold looked confused, then he caught the Moke. “Lou really 
caught me oN guard there. Put you’ll have to explain a little more if I’m 
not supposed to assume the worst.”

“6ife in the sheets”-that’s another clue,” Sophie said, with the same 
slightly secretive expression.
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“qhat?” Harold exclaimed. “Rhat’s a new side of my boss I’m seeing 
today.”

“qell, you can’t blow it all at once,” Sophie went on.
Harold furrowed his brow. She’s really going for it today, he thought. 

I didn’t see that side coming.
“:kay. Put Mokes aside, Harold, before you get completely dizzy from 

too many hormones. qe’re visiting a family with both dogs and cats 
and! Keas. Les, they’ve found Keas in the bed. Rhat’s where the dog is 
buriedL”

She delivered that last bit in the same Moking tone.
“éow I understand,” Harold said, clearly relieved. “Ynd by the way, 

that sounds disgustingL I’m not taking any of those animals home with 
meL”

“qell then you’ll have to stay away from the bed,” Sophie laughed. 
“Jrom! the doubleCbed domain.”

éow Harold couldn’t hold it in anymore0 he almost had a laughing 
Bt-and even got coNee down the wrong pipe. qhen he could breathe 
again, he managed to choke out the wordsW “Lou’re brilliant today, SoC
phieL”

Sophie beamed and responded by shoving another handful of licorice 
into her mouth, which also made her both cough and laugh at the same 
time.

“Ynyway-see you here at nine sharp,” she mumbled once she was 
herself again. “Rhen we’ll see if we can get something fun out of it.”

Harold nodded and stood up with his bag under his arm. “I’ll be here 
already at eight. Rhere’s something I need to take care of that doesn’t 
work so well at home.”

“Sorry, but now I’m curious,” Sophie said. “qhat on earth can you 
do here and not at home? Voes it have something to do with the coNee 
machine?”

Harold shook his head a little, as if he didn’t really want to go into it. 
“It’s some papers for the tax oTce and a few diNerent bills I need to pay. 
It’s easier here, when it’s —uiet.”
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Sophie nodded approvingly. “:kay, I get it. Aven you have to be adC
ministrative once in a while.”

“éot by choice,” Harold said, taking a few steps toward the door. “Put 
it has to be done.”

Sophie nodded and raised her hand in goodbye.
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Fleas in the Bed

T he Rain at the OcSe
Harold jolted when the door swung open and Sophie hurried in. 

She wrestled a bit to get the umbrella inside and shut the door quickly 
behind her, as if someone were chasing her.

Only now did Harold really notice how violent the rainstorm had 
become. It had been overcast when he arrived about an hour ago, but 
now the rain was pouring down.

“Ugh, what weather,” Sophie said as she battled the umbrella. “I think 
it’s going to thunder.”

“You’re early too—it’s only eight,” Harold said from behind the pa-
pers that covered the entire table.

“Fitness was closed. I forgot they were renovating and swapping out 
the machines.” She had won the Wght with the umbrella and, for the Wrst 
time, looked straight at Harold. “!hat is going onA” she burst out, her 
face pure astonishment. “?re you collecting stampsN”

mhaHe sao tB AeSBHe PStiBn
“…-nox no,” Harold managed. He looked out over the desk as if he 
might Wnd an e:planation there for what was obvious to anyoneL piles of 
envelopes, most of them unopened. “…o, it’s justx some administrative 
stuE I need to get under control,” he said, with little conviction in his 
voice.

“!ell I’ll be damnedA” Sophie e:claimed. She sounded genuinely sur-
prised—if not outright skeptical. She took a couple of steps toward the 
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mess on the table and let her gaQe slide from stack to stack and then onto 
Harold.

Dhen she smiled. “!hat is going on hereN Have I uncovered my Mper-
fect’ colleague with a mess in his paperworkN” Her smile shifted into 
something triumphant.

Harold looked slightly oE to the side to avoid eye contact. Dhere 
wasn’t much to say—or apologiQe for. Dhe windowed envelopes spoke 
their own language.

1efore Harold could come up with a suitable defense, Sophie spotted 
the bo: behind him. It was a large moving bo: standing open, and from 
where she was, she couldn’t see what was inside. Juickly she stepped 
around the desk toward it, but Harold—woken from his apathy—got 
up faster than she did and blocked her path.

“It’s privateA” he said, just before Sophie gave him a small shove, moved 
him aside, and now had a clear view into the bo:.

“Pore envelopesN 9id you break into the …ational ?rchives, or rob a 
mail truckN”

Harold sank back into his chair, accepting that the battle was lost.
Sophie knelt by the bo: and picked up a stack of envelopes. She 

skimmed themL “Dhe ta: agency, the electric company, the bankx” She 
turned her head and looked at Harold. “Tooks like you’re behind on your 
bills, my friendA”

Harold stared ahead and nodded quietly, then confessed in a low voice, 
“You weren’t supposed to see them. I was hoping to be Wnished before 
you got here.”

“FinishedN” Sophie said, bewildered. “You’ve barely even started, as far 
as I can see.”

“…o,” Harold replied, with a little more strength in his voice. “?dmin-
istration has never been my strong suit. It’sx a dark chapter. I can’t make 
myself do it. Took at all those envelopes. Rust getting them opened is a 
huge hurdle for me. I’ve only opened two since I got here an hour ago, 
and I doubt there’ll be any more.”
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Sophie had stood up and found her own oCce chair. Her e:pression 
had changed. She was no longer triumphant, as if she’d uncovered a 
serious secret. …ow she looked thoughtful.

“!e all have weak sides Gwait until you Wnd out about mineV, and it’s 
natural to close your eyes to them. ?nd you—well, you’ve got a thing 
with authorities and public agencies, Harold. !hen I think about it, it 
makes perfect sense. You’ve just been good at hiding it,” she smiled, “and 
it’s not e:actly a crimex unless you’re trying to run away from debtor’s 
prison.” She smiled again, enjoying her own humor, then turned her gaQe 
back to Harold and continued with a settled e:pressionL “You have to 
Wght, Harold. Find your inner strength and grab the problem instead 
of sinking into being a victim. You have to turn shame into actionA” 
Sophie paused and tasted her newly coined phrase. It sounded good, so 
she repeated it with emphasisL “Shame has to be turned into actionA”

Sophie looked at Harold. !as he even with herN She’d gotten caught 
up in her own monologue and had almost forgotten he was there.

Harold had gotten up and was making a cup of coEee. Paybe he was 
hiding a little by turning his back to her. Sophie let it be.

On his way back to the table and the envelope mess, coEee cup in 
hand—maybe that was what gave him strength—Harold managed to 
regain his balance. “Dhank you, Sophie, for your concern. I’m sorry if 
I’ve disappointed you. I’ll get this under controlx myself.”

“I doubt you will, Harold, but you’ve taken the Wrst step in the Wght 
against shamex and that’s openness. …ow I know your little secret and 
weakness too, so you don’t have to use all your energy hiding it. You 
can use your strength for action. You can do something about it. Xreate 
change.”

Sophie took a breath and lifted her eyes from the screen. Only then did 
Harold realiQe that the proclaiming words were ones she’d gotten from 
Xhat31D. She looked straight at him and said solemnlyL “I will give you 
my full support. You have to go through it yourself, but I’d like to assist 
you with help and encouragement. ?nd administration—what you call 
those envelopes—is actually one of my strengths.”

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



FTB?S I… DHB 1B9 (z

For the Wrst time, a genuine smile appeared on Harold’s face. “Dhank 
you, Sophie,” he began in the same solemn tone. “?ll you need is an even 
fancier teleprompter, and you could become a politician—or at least a 
high-ranking civil servant.”

Sophie smiled back. She was well aware that Harold also knew her little 
secretx her dependence on the chat, and that realiQation brought their 
balance sheet back into line.

She opened a drawer, found the bag of licorice, took a small handful, 
and tossed the bag in Harold’s direction.

rakgin-dPttenpant rakanBia
Dhe 4olvo was parked in a space with white markings outside the local 
supermarket. It was quiet. Paybe because of the rain, which now fell 
calmly but steadily. ? single customer hurried out with a shopping cart. 
She avoided the worst puddles and reached shelter under the canopy by 
the carts.

“Is it hereN” Sophie asked, fumbling for the umbrella in the backseat.
“Yes, there should be a stairwell behind the store, but it’s easiest to park 

herex and it’s free,” he smiled.
“1ut you don’t pay parking tickets anyway, do youN” Sophie joked, 

thinking of the cardboard bo: back at the oCce. She hadn’t seen any late 
notices from parking companies, but she guessed they were in there.

Harold shot her a look with his eyes turned toward the ceiling and 
signaled that the scene had shifted.

Dhey got out and ran toward the customer with the shopping cart and 
the shelter. It was a good pit stop on the way to the entrance.

Dhat was when Harold spotted a small man in rain gear and rubber 
boots, fully dressed for the weather. He had a phone-like device in his 
hand and was headed straight for the 4olvo.

“? parking attendant,” 5ashed through Harold’s mind, and he went 
on alert immediately. “One second,” he said to Sophie, pointing at the 
man in the rain-uniform.

Harold braved the rain and ran back to the car. Dhe man was already 
taking pictures. “Hey—waitA” Harold shouted.
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Dhe man turned and smiled. “You don’t see one of those every dayA” 
he said, nodding toward the 4olvo.

“…o, there aren’t many left,” Harold replied, already preparing himself 
to talk his way out of a ticket.

“I’m just going to take a couple pictures and note the license plate, if 
that’s okayN”

“Yeah, butx aren’t you not allowed to park hereN I’m a visitor,” Harold 
began.

“I think you can,” the man said kindly. “I park over there myself,” he 
added, pointing toward the other row of spaces across from them.

“1utx aren’t you an attendantN” Harold blurted out.
“…o,” the man said, smiling. “I used to be a proctor once—that’s as 

close as I get. 1ut classic cars are my passion.”
Harold ran back and had to e:plain himself to Sophie.
“You’ve got parking-attendant paranoia too,” she laughed. “1ut that 

probably falls under the same diagnosis.”
1y now Harold was soaked through and not in the mood for more 

jokes. He left the shelter and headed straight for the supermarket en-
trance, where the elevator was supposed to be. Sophie followed under 
the umbrella.

She pressed the button for the Wfth 5oor and folded the umbrella 
down. She didn’t comment on Harold’s wet clothes.

The PwaktHent Fith lWeao
Dhe nameplate by the door listed no fewer than seven names. Dhe last 
one was Pa:, and Sophie guessed it was a dog. ?nd sure enoughL the 
door opened, and a small poodle burst out Wrst, eager to greet the visi-
tors. 1ehind the dog, inside the doorway, stood the mother, waving the 
consultants in eagerly, as if no one should see them.

Sophie stopped and pulled a pair of yellow rubber gloves from her bag. 
Dhey turned out to be siQe 6T, far too big for her slender hand.

Dhe mother didn’t oEer her hand. 1ut in the entryway, they were met 
by the man of the house, who held his hand out and was met by the 
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oversiQed rubber glove. Sophie apologiQed, citing the circumstances, and 
the man nodded both understandingly and not understanding at all.

In the living room, four children were piled together in front of the 
D4, and Pa: had found his favorite spot on top of the smallest of them.

Harold was oEered an armchair, while Sophie made it clear that she 
preferred to standx given the circumstances.

“!ould you like to borrow something dryN” the mother asked Harold, 
who was still dripping. “Py husband has a tracksuit—I think it would 
Wt.”

“Yes, please,” Harold managed to say—until he caught Sophie’s ges-
tures and facial e:pression. “…o, I think I’ll be Wne, thanks,” he corrected 
himself.

“You’ve got lice and 5eas,” Sophie declared in a loud voice, almost 
drowning out the D4.

Dhe mother shook her head and put a Wnger to her lips as she pointed 
at one of the children in the pile on the 5oor. In a faint voice she said, 
“Dhe neighbor. She doesn’t live here—ne:t door.”

Sophie understood that a household invasion wasn’t something you 
talked about openly. Dhat e:plains a lot, she thought.

“?nd we don’t have licex only 5eas,” the mother corrected her.
Dhe man shook his head at that. “!e don’t really know, but we think 

it’s only 5easx and only a few.”
“You don’t want to make it worse than it is,” the wife chimed in, 

smiling for the Wrst time.
Sophie smiled politely again before continuing. “?nd where are the 

parasitesN !as it in the double bedN”
Dhe man smiled awkwardly and turned his eyes to his wife. “9id you 

tell them thatN”
She nodded. “Yes. !hen I wrote the email, I’d just found Wve hopping 

around, so I wrote it e:actly as it was.”
“!ell, we don’t want to make it worse than it is,” the man repeated his 

wife’s words from before. “Dhe double bedx that sounds intense.”
1oth parents had lowered their voices to almost a whisper, and the 

sound from the D4 threatened to take over.
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“!here do they come fromN” Sophie continued, deliberately turning 
up her volume. One of the children turned their head and made a face 
that clearly said the adults ought to keep it down.

“!e don’t know,” the wife answered. “Dhere are lots of possibilitiesL 
from school, the dog, my husband’s work, or the used couch.”

“Yes—the one we bought at a 5ea market,” the man added with a 
hidden smile.

“Sometimes you get what you pay for,” Sophie commented dryly. 
“1ut sure, there are plenty of possibilities we could e:plore further.” She 
was already holding her phone, ready to ask the chat.

“9o you want to see the double bedN” the man asked, a little helplessly.
“…o thank you,” Harold said, giving him a calming pat on the arm. 

“!e’re not pest control people, e:actly. !e’re trying to Wnd the cause of 
the problem and Wnd a path—or a method—forward that you can use.”

Dhe man nodded, understanding. He was clearly tired of this circus 
and didn’t really know which leg to stand on.

Sophie was having trouble consulting the chat with the rubber gloves 
on. Dhe touchscreen didn’t work through the coating. So she carefully 
pulled one glove oE and, without thinking about the possible conse-
quences, set it on the armrest of the couch.

She began reading aloudL “It says 5ea control is done with a Wne-tooth 
comb and a special shampoo. In serious cases it may be necessary to burn 
upholstered furniture like couches and beds—and also rugs. ?nd let me 
seex it’ll make the process easier if the hair is cut short.”

“I’m not shaving my head,” one of the children said—clearly having 
heard what the adults were talking about.

“Basy, easy,” the mother soothed her daughter. “…o one here is getting 
shaved.”

The meSket feawBn BC the lWeao
Harold, who until now had kept a low proWle, turned to the father and 
asked if it was okay to turn oE the D4.

Dhe father nodded and looked around for the remote. It was on the 
dining table, and he reached for it. Sophie had followed his movement 
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and stopped his hand before it reached its target. “Dhere,” she whispered, 
pointing at the remote. “It’s infected.”

Dhe father stepped closer and bent down to look.
Dhe commotion had caught Pa:’s attention, and before anyone could 

react, he sprang up and shoved the remote with his paws.
“It jumpedA” Sophie cried, taking a step back.
“Yeah, sorry—he’s not that well trained,” the father apologiQed. “Pa:, 

will you calm down now.”
“…ox the 5eaA” Sophie burst out. “It jumped, and I’m almost sure it 

jumped onto you,” she said to the mother, who had come closer. “In 
your hair.”

“!hereN” the mother e:claimed, dipping her head down toward her 
husband so he could look.

“Paybe there,” he said, pointing.
Sophie—now wearing the rubber gloves again—bent down and guid-

ed one of the oversiQed gloves toward where the man was pointing.
“Yes, it’s there. 1ring some shampoo, if you have any,” she said, in-

tensely focused.
Several of the children had stood up and moved in close to watch. 

Sophie tried to keep them back with her other hand. !ith the yellow 
glove on, it looked quite intimidating.

“…ow it 5ewA” the youngest cried, having wedged herself between 
Sophie and her mother. “Took, it’s 5ying over thereA” She pointed—and 
all anyone saw was a small 5y.

Dhere was a brief second of silence as everyone processed what had just 
happened. Dhey’d all been swept up in the hysteria, which turned out to 
be a false alarm.

“1ut since we’re all standing here, I’d like to say something.” It was 
Harold, breaking the awkward silence.

“Do me it sounds like you haven’t really talked together about the little 
guysx I mean the 5eas. !hat do you actually know about themN !hat 
kind of animals they areN”

“Dhey itch,” the youngest replied, demonstratively scratching at her 
hair. “?nd we’re not allowed to tell anyone about them.”
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“?nd do you know why they itchN” Harold asked.
Dhe girl looked as if she was thinking hard before answering. “I think 

it’s with their legs. Dhey have a lot of them.”
“…o,” the oldest said. “Dhey bite.”
“You’re actually both right,” Harold said, smiling approvingly. “Dhey 

irritate you when they move around, and they do bite—because they 
suck blood.”

“Tike mosquitoesN” the youngest suggested.
“Yes, that’s actually a good comparison. Dhey do the same thing as 

mosquitoes. 1ut they can’t 5y, so they crawl. ?nd they’re good at hid-
ing,” Harold went on. “Dhey like warm places best—and warmth from 
people—so they often live in couches and beds.”

“Dhey’re gross,” one of the other siblings said.
“Yes, we think so—and that’s actually their secret weapon. !e think 

it’s gross and embarrassing, so we don’t talk about it. !e pretend noth-
ing’s happening, and they like that. Dhen they can really settle in and lay 
lots of eggs without being disturbed.” Harold paused and looked up.

“Yeah, we’re not allowed to tell anyone we have themx for 9ad—and 
mostly Pom,” the youngest cut in again.

“For your own sake,” the mother cut in. “!hat do you think other 
people will do if they know you have something like thatN 9o you think 
they’ll invite you to a birthday party or have you over to playN I don’t 
think so. So we don’t talk about it.”

“?nd that’s e:actly what the 5eas like,” Harold put in. “Dhey cheer 
and throw a party when they hear they can live in peace and quiet. I’m 
sorry,” he said to the children’s mother, “but they don’t go away because 
of that.”

“So what should we doN” the father’s slightly deep voice came from 
behind them. “I can understand that my wife is afraid the kids will be 
left out and maybe bullied.”

“?nd then you’ll also live with the little bloodsuckers taking over your 
double bed. …ow they’re the ones having a coQy time, not you.” It was 
Sophie, trying to bring the problem into focus.

“…o, no,” the man smiled a little sheepishly. “I’d like that to change.”
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“3ood,” Harold took over in a fairly Wrm tone. “Dhen you do some-
thing new todayA You open the bo: with the secrets and all the disgusting 
stuE and dump it out on the 5oor. …o more silence and shame. You’ve 
spent all your energy hiding it away and avoiding talking about it. …ow 
it’s got to stop. You have to turn your shame into actionA”

? snicker came from Sophie. Dhe others didn’t understand what was 
funny. Dhey thought it was very serious. 1ut maybe she was a little 
strange.

Harold answered her with a blink and a small, crooked smile when no 
one else was looking. He’d seen the parallel to their talk that morning 
too. It was his way of showing he’d gotten the lesson without losing face.

“So what do we doN” the father asked—wanting to see a change, 
especially in the double bed.

“Tisten,” Sophie said, looking down at her phone. “2oint oneL you tell 
everyone you know about the 5eas. …o more secrets and shame.”

“BveryoneN” the youngest cut in again. “I’m not telling ?nn in my 
class, because she never tells me her secrets.”

“Dotally Wne. Dhen just tell one or two. !hat matters is that the secret 
is dissolved and it loses its power,” Harold corrected.

“So who are you going to tell about the 5easN” Sophie asked the room. 
She’d shifted into action mode.

Dhe youngest was Wrst oE the markL “I’ll tell my teacher. Dhen she’ll 
probably tell the whole classx and maybe the parents.” Dhe girl smiled, 
already looking forward to sharing the news. She searched her mother’s 
face for a reaction and was a little disappointed by her serious e:pression.

“I’m lucky—I’m outside this. I don’t have to say anything,” one of the 
girls said.

Sophie looked a little confused and glanced back and forth between 
the parents, trying to Wnd the logic.

“?lice is our neighbor,” the father e:plained, “so that also guarantees 
a good spread in the building andx the supermarket.” Dhe last remark 
was delivered with obvious irony.

“?nd youN” Sophie continued, looking at the mother. “!ho are you 
going to tellN”
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“Py tapeworm,” the mother replied, attempting a smile.
“!hat—Pom, do you have worms tooN” the youngest burst out, a 

little overwhelmed.
“…o, sweetheart, that’s just something people say when they mean 

they need to think for a moment and maybe feel the task is too hard. 
!ho do you think I should tellN”

“Your boss, obviously. I’m sure she likes animals—she always pets 
Pa:,” the youngest answered without hesitation.

“Hmmmx maybe,” the mother said. “I wonder if that wouldn’t help 
me get a work-from-home setup a few days a week.”

Sophie clapped her hands. “You’re doing great—and now you’re also 
starting to see what you gain by breaking the secret. 1efore the week is 
over, you’ll be popular and known as the family that won’t give their 5eas 
a moment’s peace.”

?round the room, people nodded and smiled. So far, so good.
“1ut the fun doesn’t stop here. You still have to do the work. Bvery 

single 5ea has to be caught and evicted—with no chance of coming 
back.” Sophie looked up from her phone and asked for suggestions about 
what they could do.

“I’m not shaving my head,” one of the kids repeated.
“?nd burning the furniture sounds e:treme,” the father added.
“Paybe you could train Pa: to track them down,” the neighbor 

girl suggested. “Some dogs can follow blood trails, and 5eas are full of 
bloodx if they’ve eaten, that is.”

Dhe parents nodded politely. It was a well-thought-out idea, but still 
probably a bit far-fetched andx gross.

DheHiSaW fak
Harold had taken a time-out, but now he was ready again. “B:cuse me. 

I can hear you want a solution that’s realistic—and my e:perience tells 
me there’s only one thing that works against 5easx poisonA”

“I actually think you’re right,” Sophie backed him up. “2oison wipes 
them outA”
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“1ut what about usN” the youngest voice asked, with a certain an:iety. 
“9o we get wiped out tooN”

“Only if 5eas live on you,” Sophie answered without compassion. 
“Dhe idea is that their habitats get sprayed, sox”

Dhe room fell a little quiet after that remark. Dhe Wrst point—making 
the secret known—had felt manageable. 1ut now it all suddenly seemed 
pretty hopeless. How were they supposed to get rid of the animals with-
out getting wiped out themselvesN

Dhe father broke the silence. “I’ve got it—at least part of it. Tisten. Dhis 
apartment needs to be sprayed with poison—everywhereL clothes, rugs, 
furniture, and yes, even our bed. 1utx we won’t be here while it happens. 
!hat do you sayN” He looked at the two consultants to see if they would 
give a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down.

“1rilliant,” Sophie blurted out. “Dhe whole apartment could sit there 
and seethe and bubble for a week, until there wasn’t the slightest chance 
of survival for even the tiniest little critter. Tike in a sci-W movie where 
to:ic gas and lava or nuclear weapons have destroyed all life, and then the 
heroes come back and slowly build a new e:istence in the ruins.”

“B:actly, SophieA Dhat’s precisely what this family hopes will happen.” 
Harold couldn’t control his irritation at Sophie’s doomsday picture. 
“Took at their faces. Dhey’ve lost all hope after your prophecy.”

“I actually thought her story was funny,” the youngest said, smiling.
“Pe too,” the oldest chimed in. “It sounds pretty awesome. ? chem-

ical war against the bloodsuckers.”
Harold couldn’t help smiling and gave his partner an acknowledging 

nod. So she can do that, he thought.
“1ut while the chemical annihilation war is going on—where will you 

hideN” Harold continued, following Sophie’s track.
“On another planet, obviously,” the youngest replied, with a look that 

let Harold know he didn’t know anything at all.
“?nd if I translate planet into our time and language, it could mean a 

vacation spot,” the father suggested.
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“YesA” Sophie burst out again. “You’ve got itA Out comes the Wne-tooth 
comb and shampoo, and maybe a trip to the sauna—and then it’s good-
bye to the apartment for a week while the chemical war rages. 9amn, 
you’re good. !hen can you get movingN”

“…e:t week. It’s winter break. So why notN” the father continued, 
carried along by Sophie’s high spirits.

“1ut the apartmentx” the mother cut in. “!ho’s going to take care 
of the 5easN”

“It sounds like you want someone to look after them while you’re 
away. You mean someone to e:terminate themN” Sophie looked a little 
serious at the mother as she spoke.

“Of course,” the mother replied. “?nd I think I’ll leave my tapeworm 
here too.”

Harold gave a slightly forced laugh. It was important to support the 
mother in her rather fragile intention.

“3oodA” Sophie concluded. “Dhis week, the curse of the secret gets 
broken, and ne:t week you go far awayx without 5eas, while this little 
hut gets cleaned of every last bug. Sounds good. ?nd to head oE the ne:t 
questionL here’s the number for a professional company in town that 
really knows 5ea e:termination. I’ll send the contact info right now.”

“!hat about meN” the neighbor girl asked, a little lost. “I mean, when 
you go on vacationx can I come tooN”

Dhe parents looked at each other. Dhey were used to having the girl 
half-living with them.

“On one condition,” the father said, “that you tell your friends you 
have 5eas too.”

?t Wrst the girl looked confused. !hat just happened hereN Dhen she 
understood and smiledx and nodded. “It’s a deal.”

Akeagin- the lWea yNnaotN
…ow that everything seemed to be falling into place and the 5eas’ days 

were numbered, the mother slipped in a small remark. “…ow that we 
have this plan, do we really have to tell anyone about the 5easN It doesn’t 
make any real diEerence when they’ll disappear anyway.”
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“Yes, it absolutely does,” Sophie replied in a serious tone. “It’s the 
openness about your situation that breaks the power of the 5ea dynasty. 
Otherwise, they’ll leave you with a sense of shame that would make you 
more vulnerable in the future. !hen a new challenge shows up—and 
they do—you would naturally try to ignore the threat with silence and 
secrets. Dhis is much bigger. It’s a pattern you’re breaking. Sox go out 
and tell itA”

Harold couldn’t agree more, so he repeated the motto in a slightly new 
versionL “!hen you break the power of the secret, you get your energy 
back to create change.”

“Dhat’s it, HaroldA You’re putting the trump card on the table with 
your own e:perience. Dhat’s e:actly what they needA” Sophie applauded.

“9on’t you think we’re just about at the Wnish line with this assign-
mentN” Harold continued. “I could really use some dry clothes.”

“Yes, we are. So we’ll say thank you for your engagement with the 
assignment, and wish you a good vacation.” Sophie nodded to each of 
them in turn and headed for the entryway. “Xan I put my gloves here on 
the dresserN” she asked on her way out.

“Yes, please,” the mother answered, following behind.
Sophie pulled oE the 6T gloves, set them down, and walked toward 

the door. Out of the gloves hopped a couple of black guysx without 
wingsx but apparently no one saw it.

MB $Bke TiSgeto
Dhe rain had stopped. It had left the parking lot covered in big puddles 
everywhere, so it was hard to make it across to the cars with dry shoes.

Harold gave it a try—hopping neatly from puddle to puddle—and 
suddenly found himself in front of a man in a yellow rain suit who was 
clearly about to take a picture of the 4olvo’s license plate.

“Hey—no, stopA” Harold almost shouted at the parking attendant. 
“Xan’t you see it’s a classicN It’s on display hereA”

Dhe attendant looked genuinely surprised and slipped his phone into 
his bag. “!ell then, e:cuse me,” he replied. “It’s a really beautiful car, by 
the way.”
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Harold nodded and smiled again. He signaled that he was in a hurry 
and hurried into the driver’s seat.

Dhe 4olvo coughed and sputtered. 0ainy weather wasn’t its favorite.
Harold tried several times, but it didn’t help. He rolled down the 

window and signaled to the attendant. “Xould you give it a little push 
backwardN”

Dhe attendant nodded and hurried around to the front, putting all his 
strength into it. Dhe 4olvo rolled backward, and Harold tried again. Dwo 
coughs—and then it revved up.

Harold shouted thanks to the attendant and backed over to the oppo-
site side, where Sophie had been watching the whole scene. She jumped 
in, and oE they went.

“0espectA” was her comment to Harold once they were out on the 
main road and the attendant was no longer in sight. “!hat energy you’ve 
got. Dhat parking attendant didn’t stand a chanceA”

Harold smiled with satisfaction. “…o more tickets for the two of us,” 
he said, patting the 4olvo on the steering wheel. “Sorry, my friend,” 
he continued, addressing his old companion, “now it’s over—no more 
being ashamed of your little quirks. ?nd no more parking tickets.”

“Dhat sounds good,” Sophie agreed. “It’s a new eraA”
Harold nodded and pressed the horn.
“1ut before the party gets too wild,” Sophie cut in, “we’re missing one 

important thing.”
“?nd that isN” Harold asked, giving her a curious look.
“You broke the curse of the secret that’s hanging over your bo: of 

envelopesx more or less voluntarily,” and it’s obviously given you energy. 
1utx how are you going to take the ne:t stepN Dhe bo: is still there, and 
the envelopes don’t open themselves.”

Harold grew quieter and more inward. He’d forgotten that in the rush 
of success. ?fter a pause he triedL “I could decide to open one or two now 
and then. Dhat would at least be a start.”

Sophie shook her head. “I don’t believe in that strategy, and I’m not 
going to look at that bo: for the ne:t several months.”
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She gave her partner a small, friendly nudge. “I’ve got a better sugges-
tion.”

“YeahN” Harold answered impatiently.
“You give it a little e:tra in the families ne:t week, and then you leave 

the envelopes to me. It’s called division of labor. I actually like that kind 
of administrative cleanup. ?nd I promise I’ll keep quiet about what I 
Wnd. It stays between the two of us. !hat do you sayN”

Harold lifted his eyebrows and made a small head movement. He 
hadn’t seen that coming.

“Isn’t that kind of cheatingN Shouldn’t I do it myselfN” he asked, 
keeping his eyes on the road.

“Paybe,” Sophie replied thoughtfully, “but I’m afraid the envelopes, 
in your world, have become like the 5eas in that family—and that there’s 
a risk you’ll go down with them when they get e:terminatedx you know, 
mentally.”

Harold nodded calmly. She had a point. It would be unbearably hard 
for him to clean up that bo:—if it was even possible for him to do it and 
survive.

“It’s a deal, Sophie. …e:t week. Imagine if it works. ?nd thank you.” 
Harold straightened a little. He could already feel the relief—and that 
new times were on the way.
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What Is Worth 
Keeping

U nder the car
There was only room for one arm.

Harold lay on his back under the Volvo with his left shoulder pressed 
against the cold asphalt. His right arm was wedged up between the oil 
pan and the exhaust pipe, his ’ngers trying to ’nd the bolt that ought to 
give but still hadn“t.

He blew air out through his nose.
M”ost things can be taken apart,B he muttered to himself.
The car wasn“t pretty anymore. The paint had gone dull, and there 

were small scratches along the rear fender where branches had brushed 
against it over the years. Aut it started every morning. Nnd it had never 
left him.

That was more than you could say about a lot of other things.
He turned his wrist slightly, and the bolt gave a small crack. ?ot much. 

Aut enough.
N bicycle braked sharply on the gravel.
MNre you in there, or did the car swallow youSB
Iophie“s voice came before she did. Ihe had already parked the bike 

and now stood with her hands on her hips, looking at the sight of two 
legs sticking out from under the blue Volvo.

Mj“m here,B said Harold. Mjt Wust has a little resistance.B
MIo do you,B she replied dryly, bending down to look under the car. 

MZe have to be at the Ooo at ten.B
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Mj know.B
He rolled halfway out so he could see her. Ihe was wearing the red 

hoodie and holding a brochure.
MThey wrote again,B she said. MThe director. They“d like us to start 

with a couple of speci’c cases. Rne with the monkeys. Nnd then there“s 
something about an elephant.B

MNn elephantSB
M-eah. jt sounds bigger.B
Ihe smiled in that way that meant she was already seeing the possibilz

ities.
Harold sat up and wiped his hands on a rag. He glanced brie6y at the 

car, as if it should hear it too.
Mjt“s a big client,B Iophie continued. Mjf this works, it could open up 

something completely diJerent.B
M”m.B
Ihe handed him the brochure. Rn the front was an aerial photo of the 

grounds and a line about Mthe experience space of the future.B
MThey want documentation,B she said. M”easurable improvements. 

jnteraction, wellzbeing, that kind of thing.B
Harold nodded slowly.
M”easuring wellzbeing,B he said. MThat sounds manageable.B
M-ou know what j mean.B
Ihe straightened up and looked at the car.
MZe can“t keep showing up in that thing if we“re moving up to that 

league.B
He let his gaFe follow hers out toward the paint that had lost its shine.
Mjt runs.B
Mjt“s not Wust about running,B she said. Mjt“s about signal value.B
He smiled faintly.
Mjt signals that we“re here.B
Mjt signals something else too.B
He didn“t answer right away. jnstead, he crawled back under the car 

and tightened the bolt the rest of the way.
M”ost things can be repaired,B he said.
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Ihe shook her head, half irritated, half amused.
M-ou can“t repair everything.B
M?o,B he said calmly. MAut you can try.B
There was a moment of silence. 7ust the sound of tools being put back 

in the box.
Iophie looked at the brochure again.
MThey say the ’rst case is less serious,B she said. MIomething about a 

Fookeeper who feels the monkeys act diJerently when there“s an audiz
ence.B

MThey probably do.B
M”anagement doesn“t take it that seriously. They think it“s relational.B
Mjt is,B said Harold, rolling all the way out from under the car. M”ost 

things are relational.B
Ihe looked at him.
M-ou already sound engaged.B
Mj like animals.B
Mjt“s not the animals who called.B
M?o.B
He stood up and closed the hood with a soft click.
MAut someone did.B
Ihe shrugged.
Mj Wust think we need to be sharp. jf we do this right, it could change 

things for us.B
M:or usSB he asked.
M:or the company.B
Ihe adWusted her glasses and looked out over the industrial lot, …uiet 

in the latezmorning sun.
MZe need to move forward,B she said.
Harold looked at the car again.
jt stood there. ?ot impressive. ?ot new. 7ust solid.
Mjt“s carried me through most things,B he said.
Iophie didn“t answer. Ihe picked up the bike and began locking it.
MIhall weSB she said.
He took the keys and opened the door. The seat creaked as he got in.
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The engine started on the ’rst try.
Iophie got in beside him and put the brochure in the glove compartz

ment.
MThe Ooo,B she said.
He nodded and put the car in gear.
They drove out of the parking lot, and in the side mirror the industrial 

building grew smaller.
The Volvo hummed steadily.
Iophie looked ahead.
Harold drove.
?either of them said anything, but between them the …uestion was 

already there—
What do you choose to repair—and what do you choose to replace?
The car kept going.
Nnd up ahead, the monkeys were waiting.
In line
There was already a line.
N long, living, noisy line of Wackets, backpacks, and highzpitched anz

ticipation. N school class stood gathered like a colorful block in front of 
the ticket windows, and a teacher in a yellow vest was trying to count 
heads without losing patience.

Iophie stopped for a moment and assessed the situation.
MZe don“t need to stand here,B she said calmly.
Harold looked at her. M?oSB
MZe“re not the audience.B
Ihe straightened up, took a couple of steps forward, and headed 

straight for the entrance.
N ticket attendant in a blue Wacket, scanner in hand, looked up as they 

approached.
MPxcuse me,B Iophie said with a professional smile. MZe“re from The 

Get Therapist. Ze“re here as a new partner.B
The attendant blinked.
MNs! whatSB
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MZe have an appointment with management,B she continued, a little 
more slowly. MZe“re meeting with the director.B

The attendant looked down at her list.
Mjt“s not on here.B
Iophie held his gaFe.
Mjt“s new.B
MThat may be,B the attendant said, Mbut you still need tickets. Nnd the 

line starts back there.B
Ihe pointed behind themLstraight at the school class.
Harold couldn“t help a faint smile.
Iophie hesitated for a second. 7ust one.
MRf course,B she said, a touch tighter.
They walked back.
The children had already noticed the Volvo in the parking lot and the 

fact that two adults without kids had tried to cut the line.
MNre you on a ’eld trip tooSB a boy in a blue beanie asked.
MZe“re going to talk to the monkeys,B said Harold.
The boy lit up.
MThey throw poopCB
MRliverCB the teacher snapped.
MThey doCB he insisted.
N girl next to him turned to Iophie.
MThey can laugh at you,B she said seriously. M”y dad says they can tell 

if you“re nervous.B
Iophie raised an eyebrow.
MThey canSB
M-eah,B the girl said. MThen they Wust make it worse.B
Harold said nothing. He watched the children talking over each other—
MThey Wump around when there“s a lot of peopleCB
MThey Wust want attentionCB
MThey like it when you“re loudCB
Iophie looked at him.
MPngagement,B she said …uietly.
MPnergy,B he replied.
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N boy farther up the line suddenly shouted and made a face at his 
classmates. The others burst out laughing.

M0ookC j“m a monkeyCB
The laughter spread in waves.
Harold watched the boy for a moment, standing in the middle of it all, 

his face glowing.
Mjt“s not the monkeys who called,B Iophie said softly.
M?o,B he said. MAut someone wants to be seen.B
Ihe turned her gaFe back toward the entrance.
The line moved slowly.
Monkeys

The gate clicked shut behind them, and the sound of the city almost 
disappeared at once. jn its place came a diJerent rhythm— children“s 
voices in uneven waves, a peacock screaming somewhere behind a fence, 
and the faint, sweet smell of damp hay mixed with popcorn.

The paths were wet from the night“s rain. 3ravel crunched under their 
shoes.

Iophie walked a step ahead, as if she already knew the way.
MZe have ten minutes,B she said, checking her phone. MThe monkeys 

are fed at ten. j emailed them yesterday. They wanted us to get our own 
impression ’rst.B

M”m,B said Harold.
He walked a little slower. Kead the signs. Itopped for a moment at an 

enclosure where two small deer stood perfectly still, chewing. N child 
stood next to him, staring in without saying a word. The child“s mother 
tugged at him.

M1ome on, we have to keep moving.B
Iophie was already a few steps ahead.
Mjf this works,B she said, Mit“s a whole diJerent league. They“re talking 

about crosszdepartment collaboration. 1ommunication. Aehavior optiz
miFation.B

Ihe said the words in the same tone she used when talking about 
training programs— focused, structured, forward.
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MThis isn“t Wust anyone,B she continued. MThis could become a referz
ence case.B

Harold looked at an old sign with faded text about the history of the 
grounds. N photo of an elephant from the ‘48Ds was printed in black 
and white at the bottom.

MN reference to whatSB he asked.
MTo showing we can handle something bigger,B she said. MThis isn“t a 

family in a suburb. jt“s an institution.B
He nodded slowly.
N group of children ran past them, the teacher shouting something 

about staying together, and a couple of pigeons 6ew up from the path.
Iophie pointed ahead.
MThere,B she said. MThe monkey area.B
They could hear it from a distance. ?ot the monkeys at ’rst. The 

children.
N shared, electric hum of anticipation.
Zhen they turned the corner, the school class was standing in front 

of the glass again. 7ackets in every color pressed together. Imall hands 
against the window. Enocking.

The monkeys reacted instantly.
Rne leaped up onto a branch and beat its chest. Nnother hung upside 

down, staring straight into the crowd. N third pulled back its lips in an 
exaggerated grimace.

The children burst out laughing.
M0ookC jt“s looking at meCB
Mjt“s because you“re WumpingCB
MThey like noiseCB
The boy from the line stood in the middle of it all, throwing his arms 

wide.
Mj“m their leaderCB he shouted.
N monkey copied the movement.
The laughter exploded.
Iophie drew in a deep breath.
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Mjt“s completely electric,B she said …uietly. MPngagement at maxiz
mum.B

Harold didn“t say anything at ’rst.
His gaFe slid past the children to a man standing slightly oJ to the side. 

Nrms crossed. Zork clothes with a discreet logo. :ace neutral, but eyes 
alert.

The Fookeeper.
He wasn“t looking at the monkeys.
He was looking at the children.
Nnd for a momentLalmost imperceptiblyLhe looked at his own 

re6ection in the glass, where monkeys and audience blended together.
MThis is where it happens,B Iophie said.
M-eah,B said Harold.
Aut he meant something else.
Meeting Mike

He stood slightly to the side as the children began to drift away. Rne 
hand on his belt, the other resting loosely against the fence. 1lothes 
practical before they were neat. N Wacket worn at the sleeves.

MNre you the onesSB he asked, stepping forward.
Iophie was ready.
MIophie,B she said, oJering her hand. MNnd this is Harold. Ze“re from 

The Get Therapist.B
M-eah, they mentioned that,B he said. Mj“m ”ike.B
His handshake was ’rm. ?ot aggressive. 7ust used to work.
Mj“ve been here twelve years,B he continued almost immediately. 

MItarted as a temp. Then j stuck around.B
He turned toward the enclosure.
MThat“s ”aya,B he said, pointing to a smaller female monkey sitting 

with her back turned. MIhe“s the smartest one. Nnd that oneLthat“s 
3us. He“s the troublemaker.B

M3us,B said Harold …uietly.
M-eah, everyone knows him,B ”ike said, laughing brie6y. MHe can tell 

when there“s an audience. Then he ramps it up.B
MThey react …uickly,B Iophie said.
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MThey perform,B ”ike said, and there was a slight edge in his voice.
He straightened up.
MAut they“re not like that all the time. Zhen we“re alone, it“s diJerent.B
He was talking faster now.
Mj know them. j know when they“re sleeping deep. j know who gets 

restless if there“s too much noise. j can see it in their shoulders.B
He made a small movement with his own shoulders.
N monkey copied him.
N couple of children who hadn“t left yet snickered.
”ike“s mouth tightened for a moment.
MThey do that a lot,B he said.
Iophie smiled professionally.
Mjt“s pretty fascinating. That mirroring.B
M-eah,B he said. MThey“re smart.B
He looked at them again.
Mj grew up with animals,B he continued without transition. M”y dad 

was a schoolteacher. He thought you should get a proper education. ”y 
older brother became a lawyer.B

He shrugged lightly.
Mj stayed here.B
He tapped the fence lightly.
Mj“ve always liked animals that react directly and honestly.B
There was a moment of silence.
N monkey Wumped down and sat right up against the glass. Itaring out.
”ike stepped a little closer.
MThey do it on purpose,B he said …uietly.
MJo whatSB Harold asked.
MThat.B
He nodded toward the glass, where 3us was now making an exaggerz

ated face at a girl who was laughing loudly.
MThey choose the audience.B
jt came …uickly. Too …uickly.
Iophie said nothing.
Harold looked at him.
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MHow can you tellSB he asked.
”ike hesitated for a second.
MAecause they don“t do it when we“re alone.B
He looked at ”aya again.
Mj fed her by hand when she was sick. Ilept in here when she had 

a fever. Nnd then twenty kids and a teacher show upLand j“m Wust! 
background.B

The last word hung in the air.
N monkey smacked the glass.
The children screamed and laughed.
”ike drew in a breath through his nose.
Mj“m the one who stands here every day,B he said. M?ot them.B
Harold nodded slowly.
Mjt“s hard not to want to be the ’rst choice,B he said calmly.
”ike looked at him.
There was a moment when he could have brushed it oJ.
jnstead, he laughed brie6y.
M-eah,B he said. Mjt“s not the ’rst time.B
He shook his head.
Mj guess j“ve always had a hard time standing oJ to the side.B
He looked at the monkeys again.
Mjt“s me who“s competing,B he said …uietly. M?ot them.B
?ow there was a smile in it.
Iophie looked at him a little longer than before.
:or the ’rst time, she didn“t say anything about engagement.
After the audience

The school class disappeared down the path in small, colorful clusters. 
Their voices faded gradually, and what remained was a steadier rhythm— 
leaves in the wind, a few scattered bird calls, and the monkeys slowly 
settling down.

”ike opened a smaller gate and stepped into the outer part of the 
enclosure. He spoke softly to the animals, not with words, but with the 
tone you use when you“re already known.
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MThey“re diJerent now,B he said without looking at them. M-ou can 
tell.B

Harold stood a little back. Iophie was …uieter now too.
M-ou said earlier they“re not like that all the time,B Harold said.
M?o,B said ”ike. MZhen there“s no audience, they settle down. Then 

they“re Wust! together.B
He discreetly pointed to two monkeys now sitting close, grooming 

each other.
MThat“s what j mean,B he said. MThat“s what people should see.B
MThey can,B Iophie said.
M?o,B he said …uickly. MAecause they“re banging on the glass. They 

want a show.B
He hesitated for a moment.
Mj suggested we change the area,B he continued. M”ore distance. 0ess 

glass. ”ore …uiet. ”aybe ’xed times without an audience.B
MNndSB Iophie asked.
He shrugged.
MThey think it“s impractical. 0ess attractive. KZe need the experience,“ 

they say.B
There was no bitterness in his voice. ”ore fatigue.
Mj don“t think it“s good for them,B he said. MHaving to react all the 

time.B
He looked at 3us, who was now lying on his back, staring up into the 

treetops.
Mjt wears you down,B he said.
There was silence.
Mjt might also be,B Harold said calmly, Mthat it“s wearing you down.B
”ike laughed brie6y.
M-eah, maybe.B
He looked down at the gravel.
Mjt“s Wust! when they go over there,B he said, nodding toward the glass, 

Mthen it“s showtime, and what we have otherwise doesn“t matter.B
His voice was lower now.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



ZHNT jI ZRKTH EPPGj?3 2Y

Mj know them. j know who gets nervous, who“s stubborn. j know 
when 3us is Wust showing oJ.B

He smiled faintly.
MNnd then twenty kids show up, and they set the mood.B
M-ou want to protect them,B Harold said.
M-eah.B
Gause.
MNnd maybe something else,B he added.
”ike looked up.
MThey don“t choose,B he said more thoughtfully. MThey react.B
Harold nodded.
MThat“s diJerent.B
”ike took a deep breath.
M-eah,B he said. Mjt is.B
He laid his hand against the fence.
Mjt“s Wust strange. Zhen we“re alone, it feels like we have something. 

Nnd then someone comes and! takes over.B
MThe relationship doesn“t disappear,B Harold said calmly. Mjt“s Wust not 

the center.B
”ike stood for a moment, looking in at the animals.
Then came the small smile.
M-eah, you can feel a little overlooked,B he said.
Iophie looked at him. Then at the monkeys.
Then at the glass between them and the audience.
:or the ’rst time, she wasn“t thinking about engagement.
Moving on

”ike stood there a little longer, even after the conversation had faded. He 
kept talkingLabout 3us once grabbing his keys and hiding them in the 
hay, about ”aya ’guring out how to open a latch if you weren“t careful.

Harold listened.
Iophie checked her watch. Ihe didn“t say it out loud, but she moved 

a little closer to Harold and touched his sleeve lightly.
MZe need to keep going,B she said …uietly.
Harold nodded.
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MThanks, ”ike,B he said. Mjt was good to hear.B
M-eah,B Iophie said with her professional smile. MZe“ll be in touch.B
Mj hope so,B ”ike said …uickly. Mj mean! if you need more backz

ground.B
Mj“m sure we will,B she said.
They walked on.
The sound of the monkeys followed them for a while, then faded as 

they turned down the path toward the older part of the grounds.
They walked a few steps in silence.
Mj forgot to mention something,B Iophie said.
M”mSB
M”anagement also wanted our evaluation of him.B
MRf ”ikeSB
M-eah.B
Ihe shrugged.
MThey“re a little! tired of him.B
MTiredSB
MHe takes up space. Has a lot of ideas. N lot of suggestions. They think 

he makes things more complicated than they need to be.B
Harold didn“t respond right away.
MThey don“t see it as an animal welfare issueSB he asked.
MThey see it as an operational challenge,B she said evenly. MNnd maybe 

a personal one.B
He nodded slowly.
MNnd what do you seeSB
Ihe hesitated for a moment.
Mj see an employee who wants to be chosen,B she said. MNnd maybe 

isn“t.B
There was no irony in her voice.
MNnd now we“ve at least gotten an impression,B she continued. MThat 

was probably the point.B
Nhead of them, the area opened up. The paths grew wider. The fences 

taller. N larger enclosure took shape behind the trees.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



ZHNT jI ZRKTH EPPGj?3 28

MZe“re meeting the department head over here ’rst,B Iophie said. MHe 
wanted to brief us on the elephant case.B

M”m.B
Mjt“s a whole diJerent scale.B
Harold looked ahead.
M-eah,B he said. Mjt is.B
Management

N man in a dark Wacket with a discreet logo on the chest walked toward 
them. He was younger, wellzdressed, and carried himself with the kind 
of calm that comes with responsibility.

MZelcome,B the man said. M?athan Keed. Jepartment head.B
He shook hands. His look was …uick, assessing, but friendly enough.
Mj hope you had a chance to see some of the grounds,B he said. MZe 

have big plans.B
M-ou can tell,B Iophie said.
He nodded, pleased.
MNnd you also met ”ikeSB he asked in passing.
Iophie and Harold exchanged a …uick glance.
M-eah,B Iophie said. MZe de’nitely met him.B
?athan Keed“s mouth twitched into a small smile.
MHe can be! engaged.B
There was an undertone in the word.
Iophie smiled back professionally.
MHe had a lot to say,B she said. MHe“s clearly very invested in the 

animals.B
M-eah,B the department head said. MHe is.B
N brief pause.
MZe“d like to hear your assessment,B he continued. MRf him too.B
Iophie straightened slightly.
Mj“ll put it in a report,B she said calmly. MIo we can break it down 

professionally.B
?athan Keed nodded, satis’ed.
M3ood.B
Harold didn“t say anything.
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Aehind the department head, the older elephant keeperL1arlLstood 
waiting.

MThe elephant case is more complex,B the department head said. MIhall 
we head overSB

They started walking.
?athan Keed nodded, satis’ed.
MThe elephant area is the next step,B he said. MZe want to moderniFe. 

Think new. Aut we“re facing a concrete challenge.B
MThe older femaleSB Harold asked.
M-eah. Ihe takes up space. Ghysically and strategically.B
He smiled brie6y, as if it were a practical phrasing.
MZe“d like your assessment. ?ot Wust of her. Aut of how we handle the 

transition.B
MThe transitionSB Iophie repeated.
M-ou can“t keep building the future on the past,B he said. MNt some 

point you have to move on.B
N few yards behind him, an older man in work clothes walked along. 

His arms hung loosely at his sides.
MThat“s 1arl,B the department head said. MHe“s cared for her since she 

arrived.B
1arl gave a short nod.
Harold looked at him.
Nnd then at the large enclosure behind them.
The tempo was already diJerent here.
Diperent WersWectives

Keed stood with a tablet in his hand, pointing toward one side of the 
enclosure.

He was younger than you ’rst thought. ?ot much over forty. Hair cut 
short, almost too neat. Ihoes clean, even here in the gravel.

MZe want to open the area up,B he said. M”ore movement. ”ore levels. 
The elephants should be visible from more angles.B

He spoke forward. Pach sentence sat a yard ahead of the last.
1arl stood with his hands behind his back. His clothes carried years, 

not design. He didn“t speak until his boss paused.
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MIhe came in a truck,B 1arl said.
?o transition. 7ust a fact.
Mjt took three days. Ihe stood the whole way.B
His boss nodded brie6y. ?ot disagreeing. ?ot interested.
MThat was before my time,B he said.
M-eah,B 1arl said. Mjt was.B
The elephant took a step. The ground gave slightly under the weight.
Iophie could almost feel it in her feet.
MZe have to think about the guest experience,B ?athan Keed continz

ued. MZe“re competing with a lot more today.B
He talked about curves. Nttendance numbers. jnvestments.
MThis kind of enclosure!BLhe looked out over the broad areaLMisn“t 

sustainable longzterm.B
The elephant lifted her trunk and let it glide along the top edge of the 

fence. The movement was slow, but not uncertain.
MIhe was the ’rst,B 1arl said.
He pointed to an older building in the background.
Mjt started there.B
The department head smiled politely.
MZe need to move past what started.B
MIhe taught the others to stand still,B 1arl said. MThe young male 

always wanted to move forward.B
The elephant took another step.
N colossus.
?athan Keed shifted slightly backward, so subtly no one would notice 

but Iophie.
Mjt“s not a …uestion of feelings,B he said. Mjt“s a …uestion of direction.B
MIhe“s never really been sick,B 1arl said. M?ot really.B
He tapped the fence lightly.
MIhe“s Wust! slow.B
There was no protest in his voice.
Iophie looked at him.
Ihe looked at 1arl.
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They weren“t arguing with each other. They were speaking from two 
diJerent time Fones.

The man from management spoke about what hadn“t been built yet.
1arl spoke about what had already stood.
The elephant stood between them. Thicker skin than you“d expect. N 

smaller eye than you“d imagine. Her trunk gathered another tuft of hay.
Iophie heard ?athan Keed“s voice again— MNt some point you have to 

dare to end something.B
Ihe heard 1arl“s voice— MIhe“s never left us.B
Teight and memory

The elephant had moved a little farther into the enclosure. ?ot far. 7ust 
one step. Aut it was a step that took time.

MIhe can live to sixty,B 1arl said.
Mjf she wants to,B he added.
His boss raised his eyebrows.
MIhe“s fortyzseven.B
M-eah.B
MIo we“re still talking about many years.B
M-eah,B 1arl said again.
There was no polemic in it. 7ust a fact.
The elephant lifted her trunk to her temple and scratched slowly. The 

movement was almost thoughtful.
MPlephants remember,B 1arl said. MThat“s not Wust something people 

say. Ihe can remember voices.B
He looked at Harold.
MIhe reacts diJerently to us. To who comes in ’rst. To how you walk.B
N younger elephant in the background moved restlessly, pacing in 

small circles.
The old one lifted her head slightly.
The younger one stopped.
?ot instantly. ?ot dramatically. 7ust! settled.
Iophie noticed it.
MThey calm down because she“s here,B 1arl said.
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MThat“s social structure,B ?athan Keed said …uickly. Mjt can be estabz
lished again.B

Mjt can,B 1arl said.
He said it without de’ance.
MAut not with her.B
The department head drew in a breath.
MZe have to be realistic,B he said. MIhe takes up space. The enclosure 

was built around her.B
He looked at the massive body.
MNnd that“s exactly the problem.B
The word hung for a moment.
Groblem.
The elephant stood still.
M-ou can“t Wust put her down,B ?athan Keed said then, almost oJz

hand, but clearly enough.
He looked at Harold and Iophie.
MThat“s not how this works.B
He was talking fast now.
MAut we have to think about animal welfare. jf she no longer ’ts! what 

do you do with that bodySB
He gestured discreetly.
M-ou can“t Wust move her.B
M-ou can“t move her,B 1arl said.
M?o,B the department head said. MNnd we can“t Wust stay where we are.B
There was a brief pause.
MThe alternative,B he continued, Mis to pull her back. N smaller area. 

”ore behind the scenes. ?ot as exposed. 0ess central.B
He said it the way you talk about a building.
MIhe could have peace there.B
MIhe has peace here,B 1arl said.
His supervisor turned toward him.
MAut she takes up space.B
MIhe does, yeah,B 1arl said. MIhe“s an elephant.B
He rested his hand against the fence again.
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M-ou can“t hide her away. The others can still hear her.B
The young elephant lifted its head, as if it sensed something.
MIhe“s their memory,B 1arl said.
?athan Keed looked out over the area.
MZe can“t build the future on memory.B
M?o,B 1arl said calmly. MAut you can“t build it without it either.B
?o raised voices.
Rnly two directions in time.
The elephant lowered her trunk again. Took another tuft of hay.
Iophie stood still. Ihe looked at the skin. The folds. The slow movez

ment.
Ihe looked at the man representing management, talking about direcz

tion.
Ihe looked at 1arl, talking about beginnings.
Nnd she looked at the body in the middle of it all. N colossus. ?ot Wust 

in the enclosure. Aut in the decision.
?athan Keed turned back to them.
MZe need your assessment,B he said. MZhat do you do in a situation 

like thisSB
jt was the ’rst time the …uestion was asked directly.
There was a moment of silence.
The elephant moved again. ?ot away. ?ot forward. 7ust a small shift 

of weight from one leg to another.
Harold looked at her.
MHow is she doingSB he asked.
?athan Keed blinked.
MIhe“s not sick,B he said. MAut she“s! older.B
Mjs she limpingSB
M?o.B
Mjs she eatingSB
M-es.B
MJoes she respondSB
M-es, of course.B
Harold nodded.
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MThen there“s nothing that needs ’xing,B he said calmly.
The department head tilted his head slightly.
Mjt“s not about illness.B
M?o,B Harold said. MAut if she“s functioning, then maybe she isn“t the 

problem.B
The words were said without pressure.
1arl didn“t say anything. He stood completely still now.
?athan Keed drew in a breath.
Mjt“s a strategic …uestion,B he said.
M”m,B Harold said.
He looked at the elephant again.
M”ost things can be repaired,B he said. MAut this isn“t something that“s 

broken.B
The sentence hung in the air.
The elephant gathered another tuft of hay. The trunk worked calmly.
Iophie stood beside him, looking at the eye again.
MZe“ll put together a full assessment,B she said at last, professional, 

calm. MZe“ll get back to you with recommendations.B
jt was a sentence she could say without taking a position.
?athan Keed nodded.
M3ood.B
He turned and started walking away.
1arl stayed a moment longer. He rested his hand against the fence 

again, almost as before.
MIhe“s always stood here,B he said …uietly. MIhe“s not the one who 

moved.B
Harold didn“t answer.
Iophie watched the director walk away, but her thoughts were somez

where else.
The elephant was still standing there. Aig. Ilow. Thickzskinned.
Vhe Bolvo

They said goodbye without many words.
The gate slid open, and the Volvo rolled out onto the road with the 

familiar, deep sound of the engine.
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?either of them spoke for the ’rst few minutes.
The Ooo fell away in the rearview mirror. Trees stood close along the 

road, and the sun was lower now, so the light slanted in through the 
windshield and hit the dashboard in matte patches.

Harold drove the way he always did. 1almly. He rested his hand brie6y 
on the steering wheel, as if he was Wust feeling it.

MThat was good,B he said …uietly, not entirely clear whether he meant 
it for the car or for himself.

The Volvo answered with a small, almost insigni’cant s…ueak from the 
center console as they went over a bump.

Iophie looked down.
The dashboard was simple. Zorn along the edge by the glove compartz

ment. N small crack in the plastic she“d never noticed before. The scent 
of something that had lived in the seats for yearsLfabric, dust, sun.

Ihe rolled the window down.
Nir came in. ?ot violently. 7ust as a steady stream.
Ihe stuck her arm out, let her hand glide through the wind for a 

moment, the way you do when you“re not thinking about it.
The car kept humming.
Ihe looked in the side mirror. Nt the paint that was no longer shiny, 

but still held its color clearly.
Mjt runs really well,B she said …uietly.
M-eah,B Harold said.
He tapped the dashboard with two ’ngers.
M-ou“re doing ’ne,B he said.
jt wasn“t ironic.
The Volvo took a curve without drama. The tires held the asphalt with 

a sound that felt more reassuring than exciting.
Iophie leaned back slightly in the seat. Ihe felt something she hadn“t 

expected. 7ust a kind of satisfaction that something could work without 
having to be new.

The road opened up.
The elephant was still somewhere in her mind.
jt had Wust stood there too.
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Ihe looked ahead.
The engine held its pace.
MThere“s something about it,B she said, almost to herself.
M”mSB Harold said.
M?othing,B she said.
Ihe slid her hand back in and rolled the window halfway up.
The Volvo kept going.
7ust on its way.
Hack at the o’ce

The Volvo rolled into the familiar spot in front of the industrial buildz
ing. The gray facade looked the way it always did. ?ot impressive. ?ot 
inspiring. 7ust there.

The engine shut oJ. jt went …uiet.
Harold stayed seated for a moment, the way he often did before getting 

out. He touched the steering wheel once, brie6y, before opening the 
door.

MZell,B he said.
Iophie didn“t say anything. Ihe got out and drew in a breath, as if the 

air here was easier to understand.
The bike was leaning against the wall. The red hoodie stood out 

against the dull building.
jnside the oLce, there was a faint smell of paper and coJee that had 

sat too long in the machine.
Harold went straight to the coJeemaker. Rpened it. Jumped the 

’lter. :illed it with water without saying anything.
M-ou want someSB he asked.
M-eah,B Iophie said, sitting down at her desk.
Ihe pulled the drawer open and took out a bag of licorice. 3ave it a 

small shake so the pieces settled at the bottom.
Ihe opened it with a familiar motion.
Harold pressed the button. The machine began to hum. The familiar, 

uneven sound before the coJee found its rhythm.
Iophie leaned back in her chair and looked toward the window for a 

moment.
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The Volvo was outside.
Ihe took a piece of licorice and put it in her mouth. The bitter taste 

was the same as always.
Mjt was a long day,B she said.
M”m,B Harold said.
The coJeemaker ’nished dripping slowly.
He poured two cups and set one in front of her.
?o one talked about the elephant. ?o one talked about ”ike. ?o one 

talked about replacing things. They Wust sat there.
The machine clicked when it was done.
Rutside, the Volvo stood in the afternoon light.
jnside the oLce, the tempo dropped.
Nnd for the ’rst time that day, it didn“t feel like anything had to keep 

moving.
!arold"s night

Harold lay awake longer than he usually did.
?ot because the elephant took up space. jt did.
Aut it wasn“t the elephant keeping him awake.
jt was the sentence the department head had said—
MZe can“t build the future on memory.B
He thought about IophieM Nbout the look in her eyes in the car. Nbout 

her Mjt runs really well.B
Zas it the carS
Rr the companyS
He had said most things could be repaired.
He turned onto his side.
jt wasn“t his own reaction he doubted.
jt was hers.
Vhe reWort

Iophie was the one who was there ’rst.
The bike was already leaning against the wall when the Volvo rolled in.
Harold saw it right away.
jnside the oLce, she was sitting at the desk. ?ot in a hoodie this time, 

but in a more neutral blouse. The screen glowed in front of her.
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N cup of coJee sat next to the keyboard.
Ihe looked up when he came in.
M”orning,B she said.
M”m,B he said.
He hung his Wacket up. Zalked toward the coJeemaker. jt was already 

’lled with water.
Mj wrote the draft,B she said.
He stopped for a moment.
M:or the elephantSB
M:or both.B
Ihe turned the screen slightly so he could see the document.
The heading was plain— Greliminary assessment L ”onkey Nrea and 

Plephant Nrea
Ihe didn“t read it with drama. 7ust professionally.
MKegarding employee ”ike Turner,B she began.
Harold felt something tighten, Wust a little.
MThe employee demonstrates a high degree of relational understandz

ing and concrete behavioral insight within the animal group. His obz
servations regarding overstimulation during high audience activity are 
assessed as professionally relevant.B

Ihe paused brie6y.
MNn adWustment with scheduled periods without audience interaction 

can support natural social behavior and reduce stress responses.B
Harold said nothing.
Ihe continued.
Mjt is recommended that the employee be actively included in the 

development of the future concept rather than marginaliFed.B
jt went …uiet.
He poured coJee without looking up from the cup.
MNnd the elephantSB he asked.
Ihe drew in a breath.
MThe elephant appears healthy, stable, and socially regulating within 

the herd. ?o behavioral conditions have been observed that indicate a 
need for acute intervention.B
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Ihe looked at him now.
MN strategic transition should not be Wusti’ed by the individual“s exisz

tence, but by the framework around it.B
Ihe closed the document.
MThat“s my professional recommendation.B
He stood still for a moment.
MThat“s a diJerent report than j expected,B he said.
Mj know.B
Ihe leaned back.
Mj often think in terms of upgrading,B she said calmly. MAut yesterday! 

it wasn“t something that was broken.B
He looked at her.
Ihe didn“t continue.
?o apology. ?o explanation. 7ust a statement.
He nodded.
M”ost things can be repaired,B he said.
Ihe looked out the window toward the Volvo.
M-eah,B she said.
N small pause.
“Some things cost more to lose than they do to keep.”
The room went …uiet.
Harold stood with the coJee cup in his hand. He felt the sentence in 

his gut before he understood it.
?ot because he“d been waiting for it. Aut because he didn“t have to 

wait for it anymore.
He walked to the window without saying anything.
The Volvo stood there in the slanted morning light. The paint wasn“t 

shiny. N thin layer of dust from the day before lay along the edge of the 
hood. jt didn“t look like something that was moving on.

jt looked like something that had found its place.
He pulled the curtain slightly to the side, as if he wanted to see it 

properly.
Mjt“s still holding,B he said …uietly.
Iophie followed his gaFe.
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M-eah,B she said.
He set the cup down and rested his hand brie6y on the windowsill.
Kelief moved through him, almost imperceptibly. ?ot Woy. ?ot triz

umph. 7ust a loosening in his shoulders he hadn“t realiFed he“d been 
missing.

He didn“t have to defend anythingM ?ot the car. ?ot the elephant. ?ot 
himself.

The Volvo was there. The oLce was there. Iophie was there at the desk.
Nnd for the ’rst time since they“d driven through the Ooo gates, it felt 

like direction wasn“t only forward anymore.
jt was inward too.
The coJeemaker clicked in the background.
Rutside, the car stood in the sun.
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The Snake That 
Grew

A  Dangerous Animal
The phone rang in the stillness of the late morning. Sophie looked 

up from her notes, as if she needed a moment to reorient herself in the 
room before reaching for the receiver.“The Pet Therapist,” she said.

“Yes… hello. This is Victor. I’m the caretaker of a residential complex.”
Sophie straightened slightly in her chair. “Yes?”
“I’m not entirely sure this is something for you,” he continued, “but 

it concerns animals. And… people have become unsettled.”
“Go on,” she said calmly.
“There are some rumors circulating out here,” Victor said. “About an-

imals. Possibly one dangerous animal, if you believe what’s being said.” 
He hesitated brieqy. “And it’s grown rather Ouickly. jne story has led to 
another.”

Sophie nodded to herself, though he could not see it. “So, it’s not Nust 
one story.”

“Bo. There are several versions.”
A brief silence followed.
“Eut they all concern the same thing?” she asked.
“Yes. In one way or another, I would assume.”
Sophie picked up a pencil and began Notting down a few words, not yet 

knowing what might prove important.
“Has anyone seen anything concrete?” she asked.
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“Some claim they have,” he said, drawing in a light breath. “And when 
I speak to the staM at the daycare and some of the older residents here in 
the buildings, several are actually Ouite shaken. That’s why I’m calling.”

She leaned back slightly. “And what would you like help with?”
“6e’d like someone to look into it before it gets completely out of 

hand,” he said calmly. “Someone to 2gure out what’s really going on. 
And if a dangerous animal is hiding in the area, then it needs to be 
caught.”

Sophie let the pencil rest for a moment. “I won’t promise we can catch 
it, but we’d be happy to take a look and hopefully uncover some of the 
mystery.”

“I would appreciate that.”
She wrote down the address, the time, and a few keywords. “6e’ll stop 

by.”
“Thank you. It’s good to know someone is approaching this calmly.”
“Good. 6e’ll see you soon,” Sophie said, and hung up.
She remained seated for a moment, the phone still in her hand, before 

setting it down.
Harold had not spoken during the call. He sat by the window, his 

ga—e directed toward the street, as if he had heard everything without 
following it directly.

“A dangerous animal frightening the residents,” Sophie said, glancing 
over at him.

He turned his head slightly. “:m.”
“It sounds strange.”
He nodded slowly.
Sophie smiled faintly. “You don’t seem surprised.”
“Bo,” he said calmly. “It wouldn’t be the 2rst time there was a signif-

icant diMerence between what is seen… and what is told.”
She held his ga—e for a moment. “Bo. That’s true.”
He gave a small shrug. “It tends to grow along the way.”
She picked up her Nacket. “6ell, I’m curious.”
He nodded. “So am I.”
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A brief silence settled between them before they moved toward the 
door.

They drove toward the city at an unhurried pace. Tra4c qowed evenly 
around them!neither dense nor sparse, but without demanding much 
attention.

Sophie sat with her notebook in her lap, though she was no longer 
writing.

She turned toward Harold. “You don’t think it’s anything danger-
ous?”

He gave a slight shrug. “It sounds like someone has been afraid. And 
that’s reason enough for us to try to help. If we can.”

Sophie nodded slowly and then smiled. “That’s a new role for us. Bow 
we’re pet detectives.”

Harold didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he rolled down the win-
dow with a short movement and let his hand drift brieqy into the air.

“The only thing we’re missing,” he said with a crooked smile, glancing 
up toward the roof of the old Volvo, “is a blue light.”

Sophie looked at him. “6hat would we need that for?”
“So, we could drive a little faster. And look a bit more o4cial. The Pet 

Patrol.”
She laughed softly. “I don’t think this car could carry that.”
“It can do more than you’d think,” he said, drawing his hand back 

inside.

They drove into the residential area and found a parking space near one 
of the buildings. The blocks stood in long rows, uniform in their gray 
concrete, yet with small diMerences in the balconies and in the things, 
residents had placed outsideC bicycles, strollers, a couple of plastic chairs 
that had seen better days.

Victor was already waiting. His hands were in his pockets, and his 
expression was calm, as though he had all the time in the world, regardless 
of what they brought with them.

“That must be you,” he said as they stepped out of the car.
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They greeted him, and he continuedC “Thank you for coming so 
Ouickly. As I said, I’m not entirely sure this falls within your 2eld of 
expertise… but I’m glad you’re willing to give it a try.”

Sophie nodded. “6e’ll take a look and do our best.”
Victor let his ga—e move over the area. “It’s a rather… diverse place,” he 

said with a small smile. “All kinds of people live here, and Ouite a bit can 
happen.” He paused brieqy before adding, “Eut it’s also the kind of place 
where small things can Ouickly become big, if they’re not addressed in 
time.”

Harold nodded. “That can happen Ouickly.”
Sophie looked at him. “6hat set it oM?”
Victor shrugged lightly. “There isn’t Nust one answer,” he said. “Eut 

there are two who claim they’ve seen something.” He raised two 2ngers, 
almost to mark it. “Kyewitnesses.”

“And the others?” Sophie asked.
“They’ve heard something,” he said. “jr seen something that might 

be the same.” He looked from one to the other. “Eut the stories don’t 
Ouite match.”

Harold let his ga—e drift across the buildings. “They rarely do.”
Sophie took out her notebook again. “So, we start with the ones who 

have actually seen something?”
“Yes,” Victor said. “That sounds reasonable.”
He turned and began to walk. “jne is a boy,” he said over his shoulder. 

“Peter. He’s usually by the basketball court after school.”
They followed him between the buildings.
“And the other?” Sophie asked.
“An older woman. :rs. Peterson.” He smiled faintly. “She hasn’t seen 

the same thing… but she has her own explanations.”

The First Witness
They found Peter at the basketball court. He stood with three other boys, 
tossing a basketball back and forth, but stopped when Victor called his 
name.
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“PeterF 7ould you come over here for a moment?”
The boy turned, hesitated brieqy, then Nogged over to them, still slight-

ly out of breath.
“These are the ones I told you about,” Victor said. “Sophie and 

Harold. They’re from The Pet Therapist. They’re going to help us 2gure 
out what’s going on.”

Peter’s ga—e moved Ouickly from one to the other. “Yeah,” he said. “I 
saw a snake.”

He said it almost matter-of-factly, without drama, as though it had 
simply been part of an otherwise ordinary day.

Sophie tilted her head slightly. “7an you tell us exactly what you saw?”
“It was Nust a snake,” he said. “It crawled like… along the ground.”
Victor studied him for a moment. “You seemed more frightened when 

you told us about it at home,” he said calmly.
Peter hesitated. Something in his expression shifted, as though he were 

brieqy pulled back into the experience itself.
“Yeah…” he said slowly.
He looked down. “I’ve never seen a snake before,” he continued. “And 

it went like… shh… shh…” He made a small motion with his hand. “And 
it crawled right in front of me.”

His breathing Ouickened slightly. “I actually thought it was going to 
attack me.”

Sophie nodded. “I can understand why you were scared. I would have 
been terri2ed.”

She let a small pause fall before asking, “Eut where were you when you 
saw it?”

Peter looked up again. “I don’t remember,” he said Ouickly.
Sophie held his ga—e. “You don’t remember?”
“A lot happened that day,” he said. “I can’t really remember where I 

was.”
Sophie had barely opened her mouth before they were interrupted. 

The other boys had come closer.
“He was scared to deathF” one of them shouted.
They laughed.
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“You were totally green in the faceF” another said.
Peter straightened. “You would have been too,” he said Ouickly, “if 

you’d seen a snake that was several meters long and as thick as a legF”
The boys laughed again, though this time with a hint more respect 

than before.
Victor raised a hand. “All right, all right,” he said. “8et’s stick to what 

actually happened.”
Eut Harold remained where he was, looking at Peter with a calm, 

observant ga—e.
“It’s clear that you saw it,” he said. “I have no doubt about that.”
Peter looked at him.
“And we may need to speak with you again,” Harold continued. 

“jnce we’ve looked into things a bit more. It might be easier to remem-
ber then.”

Peter didn’t answer immediately but gave a small shrug. “Yeah,” he said 
at last.

They stood there for a moment while the boys returned to their game. 
The ball struck the pavement in a steady rhythm, as though the conver-
sation had already begun to fade into the background.

Sophie watched Peter as he reNoined the others. “He knows more than 
he’s saying,” she said Ouietly.

Harold nodded. “Yes. And what he isn’t saying… is probably the most 
important part.”

They moved on from the basketball court at an unhurried pace.
“He was genuinely frightened,” Harold said after a while.
Sophie nodded. “Yes. It wasn’t something he made up from the start.”
Victor gave a small shrug. “He does have Ouite an imagination, that 

boy. He always has.”
“jne does not exclude the other,” Harold said calmly.
Victor cast him a brief glance but let the comment pass. “8et’s go up 

to :rs. Peterson,” he said instead. “She’s the other eyewitness.”
“Have you spoken to her yourself?” Sophie asked.
“Bo,” Victor said. “Eut that’s how it’s been told to me.”
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Sophie smiled faintly. “This will be interesting. If we can get two 
descriptions, we might get a little closer to what it is.”

Mrs. Peterson’s Theory
They reached the entrance and stepped inside. The elevator stood on the 
ground qoor, and they entered as the doors closed behind them with a 
soft click. It was Ouiet as it moved upward.

“9ifth qoor,” Victor said.
The doors slid open, and they stepped out into a hallway where the 

light was dim, and the silence had a diMerent Ouality than outside!more 
enclosed, more inward.

Victor walked to a door and knocked. It took a moment before it was 
opened.

:rs. Peterson stood in the doorway, upright, with a kind but 2rm 
expression. “Yes?”

“It’s me, the caretaker,” he said. “And these are the two I mentioned 
on the phone. 9rom The Pet Therapist.”

She nodded and stepped aside. “7ome in.”
The apartment was neat and orderly. Kverything was in its place, and 

there was a calm that seemed to have settled there over time.
“6e would very much like to hear,” Victor began, “what kind of 

animal you have seen.”
:rs. Peterson raised her hand at once. “Bo, no,” she said. “I haven’t 

seen anything.”
Victor stopped mid-motion. “jh… that’s not what I was told!”
“Bo,” she said again. “I haven’t seen the animal, but what it has done.”
She looked at them one by one. “I don’t know what kind of predator 

it is. Eut that it is dangerous… there is no doubt about that.”
Sophie leaned forward slightly. “6hat have you experienced?”
:rs. Peterson folded her hands in her lap. “There is a small dog,” she 

said. “jr rather, there was. It used to come by every day, down by the 
benches.”

She glanced down brieqy. “I always had a few biscuits for it.”
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A small, sorrowful smile passed across her face, then faded again.
“Eut then, from one moment to the next… it was gone.”
She paused for a moment.
“9rom one day to the next,” she continued. “0ust gone.”
Sophie nodded slowly. “And you think the two things are connected?”
:rs. Peterson gave a small shrug. “jne begins to wonder… when one 

hears what people are saying.”
She looked at them again. “A snake could eat a dog, couldn’t it?”
Sophie hesitated for a moment. “That would depend on its si—e.”
“It wasn’t very big,” :rs. Peterson said Ouickly. “The dog, I mean.”
She paused brieqy. “Eut it could be something else.”
“8ike what?” Harold asked calmly.
:rs. Peterson looked toward the window, as though the answer might 

be out there somewhere. “jne hears about people,” she said slowly, 
“who keep… larger animals. Inside their apartments.”

She turned back to them. “Predators.”
The word lingered in the room for a moment.
“And if something like that gets loose…” she continued, shaking her 

head slightly, “then it isn’t safe to go outside.”
Sophie said nothing.
“I certainly don’t go out in the evenings anymore,” :rs. Peterson said. 

“Bot until it has been caught.”
A Ouiet weight settled over the room.
Harold nodded slowly. “I can understand that” he said.
:rs. Peterson looked at him and nodded.
After a moment, they rose.
“Thank you for telling us,” Sophie said.
“You’re welcome,” :rs. Peterson replied. “0ust make sure you 2nd out 

what’s going on.”
They stepped back into the hallway, and the door closed Ouietly be-

hind them.
Sophie let out a small breath. “It’s growing Ouickly.”
Harold nodded. “Yes. jnce people start connecting things.”
They stood for a moment in the stillness of the hallway.
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“Bext is the daycare,” Victor said.

Trouble at the Daycare
They walked toward the daycare along the path between the buildings.

“The atmosphere may be a bit… heightened over there,” Victor said. 
“6hen it involves children, emotions tend to follow Ouickly.”

Sophie nodded. “That makes sense.”
“There will probably be some parents there as well,” he added. “They 

usually show up when something happens.”
Kven before they reached the fence, they could hear voices. Bot loud, 

but strained.
Inside the playground, a couple of children ran toward them.
“Are you here to catch the snake?” one of them asked.
Sophie smiled brieqy. “6e’re here to 2nd out what’s going on.”
The children looked at one another, as if that wasn’t Ouite the same 

thing.
They continued inside. Two daycare workers stood together with 

three parents on one side of the playground, and the conversation 
stopped as they approached.

“Here they are,” Victor said. “They’re going to try to help us.”
jne of the daycare workers stepped forward. “It’s good that you’re 

here. 6e’ve Nust been discussing how irresponsible this situation is.”
jne of the parents nodded Ouickly. “Yes. 6e can’t have children run-

ning around here when there’s a dangerous snake in the area.”
“6e don’t know for certain what kind of animal it is,” Sophie said 

calmly.
“Bo, maybe not,” another parent said, “but we are not taking unnec-

essary risks when it comes to our children’s safety.”
The tension hung between them.
Harold stepped forward slightly. “6e’ve heard that some rabbits have 

gone missing.”
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The daycare worker nodded. “Yes. jur rabbits are gone. 6ithout 
a trace.” She pointed toward the enclosure. “There was a gap in the 
netting. Bot large, but… large enough.”

Sophie followed her ga—e. “Has anyone seen anything take them?”
“Bo,” the daycare worker said. “6e haven’t.”
A brief silence followed.
“Eut” one of the parents said, stepping forward, “someone has seen 

the snake.”
Sophie looked at her. “6ho?”
“Steve. jne of the other parents.”
Victor raised his eyebrows slightly. “I haven’t heard that.”
“He went for a walk last night,” she continued. “He was skeptical and 

wanted to see for himself.” She pointed toward the fence. “He walked 
over here, near the rabbit enclosure.”

Sophie and Harold exchanged a Ouick glance.
“And that’s where he saw it,” she said.
“How?” Sophie asked.
“It was dark,” she said. “Eut he could see the eyes.” She made a small 

motion in front of her face. “They were glowing green. And the pupils… 
they were like slits. Hori—ontal.”

She looked at them, as if that settled the matter.
“It stood perfectly still. Iidn’t move. He could only Nust make out the 

outline.”
“Iid he take a picture?” Sophie asked.
“Yes,” she said Ouickly, pulling out her phone. “He sent it to me.”
She held it out, and Sophie took it.
The image was dark and grainy. :ost of it was shadow, but in the 

middle of it all were two small, glowing points. Kyes. And something that 
might have been an outline.

Sophie studied it for a moment before passing the phone on to Harold. 
He held it without saying anything.

“He checked it afterward,” the parent continued. “jn his phone. And 
it matches. Eoa constrictors have that kind of pupil.”
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She looked at them 2rmly. “So, this is not something we’re imagining. 
These are facts.”

“That sounds serious,” Harold said calmly.
“Yes,” she said. “And something like that is dangerous.”
Another parent stepped forward. “If something isn’t done now, we’re 

calling the police. 6e’re not taking responsibility for anything happen-
ing to the children.”

There was silence.
Sophie handed the phone back. “I understand that” she said.
She looked again toward the enclosure. “6e would very much like to 

take a closer look at this.”
Harold nodded faintly. “Yes. And hopefully 2nd out what kind of 

animal you are actually dealing with.”
The parents said nothing but stepped slightly aside.
They stood for a moment in the silence that followed.
Sophie looked again toward the rabbit enclosure. “I’m wondering…” 

she began slowly, “whether the rabbits may have been out before?”
The daycare worker hesitated but was interrupted by a male parent 

who had not previously Noined the conversation.
“I think I’ve only seen them in their enclosure once,” he said with a 

smile.
Another parent looked at him irritably. “You’re not taking this seri-

ously at all.”
The man smiled again and answered without changing his tone. “The 

fact that the rabbits aren’t in their enclosure is certainly not proof of 
anything.”

Sophie looked toward the enclosure. “Eut this time is diMerent?”
“Yes,” the daycare worker said. “They usually stay nearby. In the bush-

es or behind the playhouse.” She shook her head slightly. “They don’t 
usually Nust disappear.”

“Eut now they’re gone,” Sophie said.
“Yes,” said the daycare worker.
“And if you need proof that this isn’t Nust something we’re imagin-

ing…” one of the other parents broke in, “…then you can talk to Peter.”
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Sophie looked at him. “Peter?”
“The boy from Euilding 5Q. He saw it. In broad daylight.” She put 

emphasis on the words. “And he was terri2ed. There was no doubt about 
him.”

Victor nodded slowly. “6e’ve spoken to him.”
“Then you also know it’s true,” the parent said.
Harold looked at him calmly. “6e know he saw something, but also 

that children his age can have a vivid imagination.”
There was silence again.
Sophie gathered the group with her ga—e. “6e’d like to speak with him 

again.”
The parents said nothing but kept their worried expressions.
The daycare worker nodded faintly. “That sounds reasonable.”
Sophie turned to Victor. “8et’s go back.”
They walked toward the exit. Eehind them, the voices continued, low 

but uneasy.
jnce they were outside the fence, Sophie drew a slightly deeper 

breath.
“The pressure is building,” she said.
“Yes,” Harold said. “It has clearly taken on a life of its own.”
She looked at him. “And Peter is still the key.”
He nodded. “Yes. He knows more than he has told us.”

The Snake That Grew
They walked back toward the buildings.

Sophie was silent for a while.
“I have to admit,” she said at last, “I’m beginning to have some 

doubts.”
Harold looked at her. “About what?”
“About whether it’s Nust rumors,” she said. “6e have Peter… and then 

there’s a parent who saw the eyes. And the rabbits are gone.” She gave a 
small shrug. “It’s beginning to look like something.”

“It is,” Harold said calmly.

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



THK PKT THKWAPISTD3

“So maybe there really is some truth behind it,” she continued.
He nodded. “I think there is. The Ouestion is only how much has been 

added on top.”
They reached the basketball court again. Peter was standing a little 

apart this time but looked up when Victor called.
“PeterF 7an you come over here again?”
He came over, but more slowly than before.
“I told you,” he said, “I don’t know where I saw it.”
“7ome,” Victor said calmly. “8et’s sit over here.”
They walked to a picnic table beneath some trees in front of the 

buildings. The shade from the leaves lay unevenly across the tabletop.
“6e need to talk a little more seriously about this, Peter,” Victor said.
Peter said nothing. He merely sat down and looked at the table.
There was a moment of silence.
Harold leaned forward slightly. “Peter,” he said calmly, “I have no 

doubt that you saw that snake.”
Peter lifted his ga—e a little.
“I could see that in you,” Harold continued. “You were frightened.”
He let a brief pause fall.
“Eut you are not the only one who is frightened.”
Peter looked at him now.
“You should have seen it over at the daycare,” Harold continued. “And 

with :rs. Peterson.” He smiled faintly, without making light of it. “9or 
every day this story is told that snake grows larger.”

Peter blinked.
“0ust as it did before,” Harold said. “6hen you told your friends.”
A small shift passed across Peter’s face.
“In the end,” Harold continued, “no one can remember what it actu-

ally began with.”
He placed his hands calmly on the table.
“Then everyone simply becomes afraid. And the story grows and 

grows.”
There was silence.
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“And that is why,” he continued, “we have to 2nd out where it start-
ed.”

He looked directly at Peter.
“And I think you are the most important person here. You are the 2rst, 

and perhaps the only, eyewitness.”
Peter looked away again.
“You are the one I believe most,” Harold said.
A moment passed.
“I don’t know why you don’t want to tell us,” he continued. “Eut… 

was it somewhere you perhaps weren’t allowed to be?”
Peter sat completely still.
Then he nodded slowly.
Victor leaned forward slightly. “6as it here in the buildings?”
Peter nodded again.
Victor glanced up at the building. “Then I know where you’ve been.”
He looked back at Peter. “You’ve been in the attic.”
Peter nodded cautiously.
“It’s true that you’re not allowed up there,” Victor said. “I’ve told you 

that before.” He drew in a breath. “Eut the most important thing right 
now is that you can help us.”

Peter lifted his ga—e slightly.
“You Nust need to show us where it was,” Victor continued. “That’s 

all.”
Sophie leaned forward. “You could actually become the hero in all 

this,” she said.
Peter looked at her.
“The one who helps us 2nd out what really happened,” she continued. 

“Eefore it grows any bigger.”
Peter looked around at them.
The mood was not angry. Bot accusing. 0ust… waiting.
He nodded one last time. “jkay,” he said Ouietly.
Harold rose. “Then let’s go.”
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In the Attic
A little later, they stood before the door to the attic.

Victor opened it, and the hinges made a low, dry sound.
“Perhaps we should have brought a qashlight,” he said.
“I have one,” Sophie said, turning on her phone.
The light cut through the darkness as they stepped inside.
The air was heavier up here. Iust lay like a thin layer over everything, 

and cobwebs hung from the beams like 2ne threads.
Peter went 2rst, moving carefully, as though he knew the way but was 

still uneasy about the situation.
Eehind him followed Sophie, holding the light in front of her. Her 

hand was slightly unsteady, and the beam drifted gently from side to side.
The qoorboards creaked beneath them.
A little farther in, there was a sudden quttering. A pigeon rose from 

the qoor and beat its wings.
Sophie drew in a sharp breath.
“It’s Nust birds,” Victor said Ouietly.
They continued.
“jver there,” Peter said softly, pointing ahead.
A faint light could be seen from a small window in the gable.
“There they are,” Victor said. “The pigeons.”
They approached slowly. The light from the phone moved across old 

furniture, boxes, and things that had been standing there so long they 
had almost become part of the room.

Then came a sound!a dry, slight movement in front of them.
Sophie fro—e. “6ait,” she whispered.
The light stopped. The silence drew tighter around them.
“There’s something moving,” she continued, fear in her voice.
Peter Ouickly took a few steps backward and was now standing behind 

Harold.
Again, there was a sound from the darkness beside the window. Bot 

loud, but not Ouiet enough to ignore.
Then!
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“Ion’t worry,” a voice said.
It came from the darkness in front of them.
Sophie lifted the light Ouickly and let it sweep toward the window.
There, in the glow of the faint daylight and her phone light, the 

silhouette of someone crouching came into view.
“AnthonyF” Victor exclaimed as they came closer. “6hat are you do-

ing here?”
They all stopped.
“I’ve got her, don’t worry,” the young man in the darkness repeated, 

lifting his hands slightly.
And between them, something that looked like a snake could be made 

out. It was calm, lightly coiled, as though it were in no hurry at all.
A moment passed before anyone spoke.
Peter took a step forward, braver now. “See? 6hat did I tell you?”
Sophie looked from him to Anthony. “Is it yours?”
Anthony nodded. “Yes. She got out a few days ago.”
He glanced around brieqy. “I thought she might be up here.”
He nodded toward the window. “There’s warmth. And darkness. 

And…” He gave a small shrug. “…birds.”
Victor looked toward the pigeons’ nests. “And eggs.”
Anthony nodded. “That’s the kind of thing they look for. Kuiet places 

where there isn’t much disturbance.”
Sophie drew a deeper breath. “So she isn’t… dangerous.”
“Bo,” Anthony said calmly. “She won’t do anything to people.”
Harold stepped forward. “So, this is where it started,” he observed 

Ouietly.
He let his ga—e move around the room. “And then the story grew from 

a snake three feet long into a ravenous monster that had eaten both dogs 
and rabbits.”

Anthony looked at him as if he did not understand.
Sophie lowered the light a little. The room seemed smaller now. 8ess 

threatening.
“6e’d better go back down,” Victor said.
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Anthony nodded. He was still holding the snake calmly. “Then I can 
get her back in place, too.”

They turned toward the door.
Eehind them, the pigeons settled again, and the attic fell back into 

silence.
They went back down the stairs. The sounds from the attic disap-

peared behind them, and the air grew lighter the farther down they came.
“:ay we see her enclosure?” Victor asked, in a tone that suggested 

Anthony did not have much choice.
Anthony hesitated a little, then answered, “You can come in and see.”
Peter hesitated for a moment. “Are there more?”
Anthony nodded. “Yes. Eut don’t worry. They’re all in enclosures.”
Peter looked at the others… and nodded.
They went to the door of his apartment. Anthony opened it and 

stepped aside.
Sophie was the 2rst to stop. “Goodness,” she said.
Along the walls stood terrariums of diMerent si—es!some lit, others 

dim. Inside them, animals moved slowly or lay perfectly still in the 
warmth.

“It’s…” she began.
“Kuite thorough,” Harold said.
Peter took one step farther in. “Is that one?” he asked, pointing to a 

small gecko.
“Yes,” Anthony said. “A leopard gecko.”
He carefully placed the snake back in her terrarium.
“And there are spiders, too,” he said, pointing toward a corner. “And 

a small monitor li—ard.”
Victor stepped inside and looked around. He nodded appreciatively. 

“It’s clear you know what you’re doing. …in here.”
Anthony gave a slight shrug. “I try.”
Peter was now completely absorbed. “7an that one bite?”
“Yes,” Anthony said. “Eut it won’t if you leave it alone.”
Sophie looked around. “It’s actually rather… peaceful.”
“It is,” Anthony said. “They Nust want warmth and Ouiet.”
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Victor nodded but became a little more serious. “You have to make 
sure this doesn’t happen again. You can see what it set in motion,” Victor 
continued. “The whole area is on the verge of panic.”

He gestured brieqy toward the door. “It won’t be easy to explain to 
people that it was only your snake that started the whole thing.”

Anthony drew in a small breath. “Bo. I can see that.”
He looked down at the terrarium, where the snake now lay calmly 

again. “It won’t happen again.”
Victor nodded. “Good.”
There was a moment of silence.
“So, the problem is actually solved,” Harold said calmly. “Eut we may 

need you to help explain it.” He held Anthony’s ga—e.
Anthony nodded. “I suppose I owe you that.”
Harold turned to Peter. “And you’ll need to come with us.”
Peter looked up.
“jver to the daycare,” Harold continued. “You’re probably the one 

they believe most right now.”
Peter hesitated. “6hat should I say?”
“You Nust need to say it as it is,” Sophie said. “That you saw a snake. 

And that you have also seen that it has now been caught again.”
Peter nodded slowly. “jkay.”
They went back toward the daycare.

A Simple Explanation
Already at the fence, the children came running toward them.

“Here they comeF” one of them shouted. “The snake huntersF”
“It was youF” another said, pointing at Peter. “You were the one who 

saw itF”
Peter stopped for a moment, looked at them, and said simply, “It’s 

been caught.”
The children stared at him.
“I saw it myself,” he continued. “It’s back in its enclosure.”
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9or a split second, everything was Ouiet. Then they turned and ran 
across the playground.

“The snake has been caughtF” they shouted. “The snake has been 
caughtF”

The voices spread Ouickly through the daycare, and Sophie and the 
others followed them in. The parents and daycare workers were still 
gathered together, but the atmosphere was already beginning to change.

“Is it true?” one of the daycare workers asked.
Peter nodded. “Yes. It’s been caught.”
Several of the parents breathed with relief.
“So, there was only one?” said the parent who had earlier commented 

on the rabbits’ disappearance. “I thought there were several, and that 
they had already eaten several dogs in the area.”

“Idiot,” another parent said. “Try to be serious for Nust one moment. 
The children were really frightened.”

The 2rst parent did not give up so easily. “I haven’t actually seen any 
frightened children, only frightened parents.”

6hat could easily have developed into an argument was interrupted 
by the daycare worker, who still did not seem entirely reassured. “Eut 
what about what Steve saw?” she said. “The eyes… and the pupils?”

Sophie took out her phone. “8ook,” she said, 2nding two pictures.
She held up the screen. “These are the eyes of a snake,” she said. “And 

these… are the eyes of a black cat.”
They leaned forward.
“That’s…” one of them began.
“Almost impossible to tell apart,” Sophie said.
Harold nodded faintly. “In the dark, people often see what they al-

ready believe they are looking for.”
There was silence again.
jne of the parents looked around at the others. “So… maybe it wasn’t 

Ouite the way we thought.”
“There was something,” Harold said. “And then it grew into a little 

more along the way. That is probably what happened.”
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A couple of them smiled faintly, and the tension slowly began to 
loosen its grip. The children were still running around, repeating the 
news, but now with a completely diMerent energy.

“The snake has been caughtF” they shouted. “It isn’t dangerousF He 
says soF”

Sophie looked at Peter. “6ell said.”
He gave a small shrug but smiled.

They walked with Victor toward the parking lot. The mood had settled 
completely now, and the sounds from the daycare lay behind them like 
an ordinary afternoon again!without the sharp edge that had been 
there before.

Victor stopped by the car and glanced back toward the buildings.
“That actually went rather well,” he said.
“Yes,” Sophie said. “It did.”
He gave a small shrug. “It’s strange how Ouickly something like that 

can spread and grow.”
“Yes,” Harold said. “It doesn’t take much.”
Victor nodded. “Bo. Eut it does take someone to stop it again.”
He remained standing for a moment, looking thoughtful.
“I actually used to keep animals like that myself,” he said then. “Ter-

rariums. Snakes and li—ards and a bit of everything.”
Sophie looked at him in surprise. “Weally?”
“Yes,” he said, smiling a little. “It was actually a very good hobby.”
He cast a brief glance up toward the building. “:aybe I should take it 

up again,” he added.
Harold  smiled  faintly.  “6ell,  you  have  the  attic.  Kverything  is 

there!peace, warmth, and food.”
Victor laughed softly. “Yes, that would probably be a good start.”
He made a small gesture with his hand toward the entrances. “I’ll stop 

by :rs. Peterson later,” he said. “Kxplain to her how it all 2ts together.”
“She’ll probably appreciate that,” Sophie said.
“Yes,” he said. “She’s had a bit to think about.”

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY

VIR
TALIB

RY



THK PKT THKWAPISTQJ

There was a moment of silence.
“Thank you for coming,” Victor said.
“You’re welcome,” Sophie said.
Harold nodded.
They shook hands. Then Sophie and Harold got into the car, and the 

engine started. As they drove away, Victor stood for a moment watching 
them before turning and walking back.

The Pet Patrol
They drove out of the residential area at an unhurried pace. The build-
ings slowly slipped away in the rearview mirror, and the afternoon light 
lay low across the road.

There was a moment of silence.
Sophie leaned back slightly in her seat. “That was Ouite an assignment 

after all,” she said.
Harold nodded. “Yes. Bot so much the snake… as everything that was 

added on top of it. It grew larger and larger.”
She smiled faintly. “It’s almost as if we don’t Nust work with animals 

anymore.”
He cast her a brief glance. “Bo?”
“Bo,” she said. “It’s also stories. And people. And what they imagine.”
He nodded slowly. “Those things are often connected.”
There was silence again as the car rolled on.
“Io you think,” she began, “that we may be moving a little in a new 

direction?”
Harold gave a small shrug. “It could look that way.”
“Pet Ietectives,” she said, letting the words hang in the air for a mo-

ment.
He smiled slightly. “:m.”
She looked ahead. “There’s actually something rather good in that.”
“Yes,” he said. “As long as we don’t start believing all the stories our-

selves.”
She laughed softly. “That would be a problem.”
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He nodded. “A big one.”
Another moment of silence.
Then Sophie leaned forward a little and looked up toward the ceiling 

of the car. “6e’re still missing the blue light.”
Harold looked up at the same spot. “Yes.”
“It would suit her.”
He let his ga—e drift over the dashboard and the worn steering wheel. “I 

don’t know,” he said calmly. “I think it would create false expectations.”
“How so?”
“People would think we got there faster.”
She smiled. “6e don’t.”
“Bo.”
She leaned back again. “Eut LThe Pet Patrol’… that doesn’t sound 

entirely bad.”
The car continued down the road at the unhurried pace it happened 

to have.
“6e could start small,” Sophie said.
“6e already are,” he replied.
She looked out the window, where the landscape drifted past in soft 

colors.
“Yes,” she said Ouietly. “I suppose we are.”
And without saying anything more, they drove on.
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When Worry Finds a 
Dog

M orning Among the Envelopes
“It’s actually wildly exciting, all this,” was Sophie’s morning line 

when Harold stuck his head in at half past eight on Monday morning.
She didn’t even look up. She was completely absorbed in categorizing 

the many letters that had been hiding inside the windowed envelopes. 
The entire table was covered half of Harold’s too. She would stand up 
when she walked over to Harold’s desk and place a letter on a pile with 
a satis:ed little gesture. She had made the system her own wayP three 
-ost—its in big lettersNOWL, AETRV, and ORURV. qnder ORURV 
there was already something that looked like half his life. She Fipped each 
letter over as if she were evaluating an avocado in the supermarketNa 
Juick weight in the hand, a look, a small nodNand then down into the 
pile with a pleased little click.

jor the :rst time she looked up. “Yust go ahead and get yourself a cup 
of co1ee, Harold. Lhile I en0oy your repression boxNor subconscious, 
or whatever it is. Bou’re not due at the family’s until DGPGG, so there’s 
plenty of time. 8ut don’t get too close to your desk, or you might get 
infected.” She said the last part with a small smile.

Harold took a step into the room, and it was as if his body automat—
ically pulled toward one particular envelopeNone that lay a little too 
neatly, a little too centrally, like a trap. He almost reached for it, but 
pulled his hand back again, as if the paper could give him a shock.
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“Maybe I should 0ust get a co1ee at the gas station instead,” Harold 
tried. “Hopefully there aren’t Feas in the box too.”

“I don’t think soNthough I did start itching like crazy at night after 
we visited the Fea family. Maybe that was my subconscious playing along 
too.”

“I certainly hope so,” Harold replied with a crooked smile. “Bour 
resistance is probably already lowered from working with my envelopes. 
I’m afraid the Feas would have free rein.”

“Bou’ve got a point. I need to be extra careful. So go onNget your 
co1ee at a caf; for once. The company pays when it’s been necessary to 
take over your deskNI mean, your workplace.”

“Thank youNand good luck with the administrative4” He paused, 
then added, “Yust don’t cultivate too much of the subconscious. I’d like 
to be able to recognize you again when I get back.”

Sophie looked up and nodded, smiling.
“Bou sent me the address, but is there anything else I should know 

about this case beforehand5 Lasn’t it something about a boy who was 
worried about his dog5” Harold asked, with one leg already out the door.

“Yust take it on intuition. Bou’re usually good at that. End if you run 
into any secrets, remember to break their power. Bou knowNyou get the 
farthest with openness and honesty,” she replied with a glint in her eye.

A Street from Another Life
Harold left the industrial area and headed toward one of the city’s caf; 
streets. He had spent a lot of time there in his youth, but far too lit—
tle in recent years. Oow he actually looked forward to seeing it again. 
BesNwould he even recognize the place5 The mood would probably be 
completely di1erent.

It was the same streetNand still not. Oew signs, new windows! the 
old bakery had become something with sourdough and little tables. He 
caught a glimpse of himself in a windowP a man who still liked the sound 
of an espresso machine, but who no longer believed co1ee could solve 
everything. Wnly some things.
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He himself had changed too. “jor the better5” he asked himself. 
“Maybe.” He had, in any case, become more mature and more in balance 
with his di1erent sides. End speaking of the subconsciousP there was 
Juieter in his inner house now. There were no longer domestic blowups, 
like in the old daysNor rather, in his young daysNwhen his superego 
and id were always at war. His moral compass hadn’t failed him, so his 
id, or his more boundary—seeking side, hadn’t been given much space. 
Yust a small basement room, if he was going to stay with the image of 
personality as a house.

He felt better with himself now. More calm, more balance, and no 
ma0or emotional swings. BesNexcept for those envelopes. They were 
probably a remnant from the time when the superego’s voice made him 
feel ashamed.

He was actually glad he had met Sophie. They were as di1erent as two 
people can be. 8ut he felt good in her company. She had some of that 
immediacy and courage he sometimes missed in himself. End now, the 
thing with the windowed envelopesNwhich had been a big problem and 
a tabooNshe took it in stride. He didn’t feel wrong or ashamed, at least 
not yet. He barely even knew what was in those envelopes himself. He 
might be surprised.

The caf; district no longer felt appealing. It had lost its magic, Harold 
realized as he wandered around his old neighborhood. He bought a 
takeaway co1ee but didn’t even feel like sitting down. Time had passed.

The Family Beyond the City
The drive in the Uolvo went a little outside the city, 0ust a couple of 
kilometers, to a small village of maybe only twenty—:ve houses. -eople 
lived there who worked in town but wanted the country air. -eople who 
appreciated a local community di1erent from city culture. End then, of 
course, also the group that wanted to keep a few animals and have plenty 
of space to grow vegetables.

It was the last category the family he was visiting belonged to. E 
couple in their sixties with their late childNa nine—year—old boy. His older 
siblings had moved out.
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Eside from a few chickens and ducks and a couple of cats, they only 
had one AabradorNno other animals. End it was the Aabrador, Lilson, 
who was the reason for their inJuiry. Et least the o7cial reason.

Elready in the driveway, Harold got a sense of what kind of family 
he was visiting. To put it mildly, it was messy. Epart from the passage 
to the car, every patch of ground was covered with somethingP old farm 
machinery and several car wrecks, thoroughly overgrown with knee—high 
grass. He could also make out a couple of small wooden boats. He 
thought it must have been at least twenty years since they’d been in the 
water.

Two outbuildings were in disrepair, with doors hanging from a single 
hinge and small panes shattered in rusty iron frames. The main house 
was in better shape, but needed paint, a few new roof tiles, and cleaning.

There were two possibilitiesP either the place was inhabited by a messy 
family of collectors, or there was another reason they had given up on 
maintenance. It could be illness.

Harold got the answer before he even got out of the car, because 
coming toward him was a man in a wheelchair, the right age. He signaled 
for Harold to park a bit farther forward and over to one side. Harold 
followed the direction and then got out to greet him.

“Rdward,” the man said, leaning forward in the wheelchair to shake 
hands.

“Harold,” Harold greeted him back. “Lell, my old Uolvo has come to 
good company,” he added, nodding toward a couple of the wrecks.

“BesNthey should have been sold a long time ago, back when they 
were worth something, but health hasn’t allowed it,” he replied, already 
giving something essential about himself and his family’s situation. “I 
actually think one of them in the barn isNor wasNa Uolvo C66. éreat 
car'”

Harold nodded. Maybe he’d get to see it later.

Wilson
Oow the door opened, and :rst out came an energetic Aabrador. It 
sJueezed out between the boy and his mother, who had also heard 
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the car arrive. The dog ran toward Harold, tail wagging, while the boy 
triedNwithout successNto call it backP “Lilson, Lilson, come here'”

Harold crouched down to pet the dog and to get eye level with Rdward 
in the wheelchair. He pulled a couple of treats from his pocket, which 
Lilson gulped down.

The mother and the boy reached them and greeted him politely. She 
introduced herself as “Rlin,” and the boy’s name was Yonathan. “Bes, 
he was the youngest in the bunchNa little late oneNso we named him 
Yonathan after the 8ible story.”

Harold noticed that the boy wasn’t 0ust standing there looking. He was 
watching. Es if he were registering thingsP the car, the dog, strangers, his 
father’s breathing. E child with a little control chip in his chest.

Harold nodded and introduced himself again.
“2ome insideNthere’s co1ee,” Rlin said, nodding toward the house.

Cake and Silence
They followed, and it turned out that two rails had been fastened to the 
low steps, so Rdward could roll up without any trouble or help.

Inside, it was clear this wasn’t Rdward’s domain or responsibility. 
Rverything was surprisingly neat and clean. End around the kitchen 
tableNwhose size revealed that the family could be large when everyone 
was homeNco1ee cups and soda had been set out. jrom the oven, Rlin 
brought out a dish with a warm apple cake, the kind with crumble on 
top and that tastes best with a little cream.

Wnce the co1ee had been poured and everyone had something on their 
plates, Rlin formally took the Foor. “Thank you, Harold. It was good 
you could comeNand on such short notice.” She nodded appreciatively 
and smiled. “The challenge here probably isn’t something you’ve tried 
before, because we simply disagree about whether our dog Lilson is sick. 
Oot physically, but mentally. My husband and I can’t see that anything is 
wrong, but Yonathan is convinced. He also thinks it’s getting worse, and 
it weighs on him so much that I can hear him crying when he’s alone.” 
She paused to see if it was okay to talk about in front of her son.
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Yonathan nodded and looked thoroughly miserable. He reached down 
and stroked the dog, who had settled under the table by his feet. “Beah. 
It’s sad for him,” he said Juietly, looking down at the dog, who respond—
ed by wagging itKs tail furiously.

“That is an absolutely amazing cake,” Harold commented, reaching 
for the bowl of cream.

“-leaseNhave more,” Rlin replied.
“That sounds pretty serious, Yonathan,” Harold continued with cake 

in his mouth. “It’s obvious that you and Lilson are very close. So it 
makes good sense that you’d be the :rst to sense changes.” Harold nod—
ded appreciatively at the boy, who was now listening intently.

“Lhat do you say, Yonathan, to showing me around afterward5 Then 
we can bring Lilson, and you can explain to me what it is you’re seeing 
that worries you.”

The boy nodded, and Harold got con:rming nods from the parents 
that it was okay.

“8ut it’ll take a moment,” Harold continued with a smile, “because 
it’s been a long time since I’ve tasted such a good cake.”

Rlin smiled and slid the dish all the way over to Harold, even though 
it was actually already close. “éo ahead,” she o1ered.

“Latch your cholesterol,” came suddenlyNand completely unexpect—
edlyNfrom the boy.

E strange silence fell, the kind that arises in families where words can 
turn into symptoms. Rlin smiled Juickly, as if she were wrapping the 
silence in something nice. Rdward looked down into his co1ee. Yonathan 
stroked Lilson over the head againNas if it was the dog that needed 
protecting from the truth.

“Bes, sorry,” the mother explained, “but because of my husband’s dia—
betes we have to be a bit careful. So Yonathan has heard about cholesterol 
a few times.”

Harold nodded, understanding, and took only one spoonful, even 
though he would have liked more.

Alone with Wilson
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Yonathan seemed happy to be alone with Harold and Lilson. He showed 
him around the buildings and had explanations for many of the old, 
decaying things. Stories his father had told him.

In the barn he proudly showed o1 his air riFe. “I use it for rats,” he 
said, aiming at something over by the door. “There aren’t any right now, 
but in the fall, when it gets cold, they’re swarming.”

“Is it only you who shoots5” Harold wanted to know. They had sat 
down on some hay bales, and he had been given the riFe in his hands.

The dog didn’t really settle. It sat down :rst, stood up again, took two 
steps and sat down againNas if it couldn’t decide where it belonged. 
Then came a small, almost soundless sigh that was more like air slipping 
out of a crack.

“Wnly me and Lilson,” the boy replied. “It’s almost always 0ust us 
two.”

“8ut you must have some buddies at school5” Harold asked, contin—
uing. He was mindful that it shouldn’t feel like an interrogation, but so 
far Yonathan seemed happy to talk.

“It’s a little hard with buddies,” Yonathan began. “Lilson doesn’t like 
them.”

“Wkay, then I understand,” Harold said, nodding. “He bites them5”
“Oo,” Yonathan replied, and couldn’t help laughing. “He would never 

bite. End he loves to play when someone comes over.”
“So what is it5 I don’t Juite get it,” Harold said, putting on a puzzled 

face.
“Bes, you do,” the boy explained, a little know—it—all. “He gets sad when 

my buddies go home again.”
“8ecause he misses them5” Harold asked carefully.
“Beah, because it was so fun, and then it suddenly gets Juiet, and 

there’s nobody else except my mom and dad. End my dad 0ust sleeps.”

The Alarm Inside the House
“So he’s bored5” Harold tried.

“Beah, like crazy. End then he cries. 3id you know dogs can cry5” The 
boy looked up and seemed less defeated.
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Harold shook his head.
“Lilson cries a lot. Mostly in the evenings. 8ut my parents don’t hear 

it. He doesn’t do it when they’re there. Then he wags his tail like crazy 
and fools them,” Yonathan went on, caught up in his story.

“End then you comfort him5”
Yonathan nodded and reached out to pet Lilson.
“Maybe your parents don’t understand anything at all5” Harold tried 

again, gently.
Yonathan shook his head. “They actually talk about illness all the time. 

8ut only about my dad’s,” he said a little Juietly.
“Is your dad very sick5” Harold wanted to know.
“Bes, really sick,” the boy said. “He’s at the hospital all the time, and 

sometimes the ambulance comes and gets him too4 with the lights on.”
“End you4 and Lilson. 3o you go along5”
“Lilson isn’t allowed to come, and I hate hospitals, so I stay home and 

take care of him,” Yonathan explained.
“So it’s 0ust you two here all alone while your mom and dad are at the 

hospital5” Harold signaled that it sounded too extreme.
“Bes, until Maria or 3avid comesNmy siblings who live in the city,” 

Yonathan answered.
“That must be awful for you4 and Lilson. Bou’re left here alone.”
“Bes, it’s bad,” the boy said, “but not the worst.”
“Lhat’s the worst5” Harold asked.
“The worst is that you’re always worried and scared about what’s 

going to happen. Bou don’t know when the ambulance will come, and 
whether my dad will even come home again.” He petted Lilson again, 
soothingly. “He starts shaking when I talk about it.”

The picture began to form for HaroldP a boy who was always on alert, 
and a family that had put social life on pause4 always ready in case 
something serious happened.

He looked at the boy and the dog, who were again wagging their tail 
wildly. End he felt sorry for Yonathan, who wasn’t getting to live his 
boyhood because of his father’s illness.
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“Bou’re mostly at home, Yonathan, I understand, to look after Lilson 
in case something happens5” Harold began again, very gently.

Yonathan nodded. “Bou never know'”
Harold nodded. He understood the boy, and he had heard enough. 

“Shall we go inside and see if there’s more cake5” he asked, and laughed.

What the Dog Was Carrying
Inside, the couple were still sitting around the kitchen table. Wnly half 
an hour had probably passed. Harold sat down in the same place and 
reached for the thermos.

Rlin discreetly slid the dish with the last piece of cake over toward him.
Lith cake in his mouth, Harold began to report from their walk. 

“I think I understand Yonathan better now. He’s worried about what’s 
going to happen with your illness,” he nodded toward the father. “Bou 
could maybe say he’s in a constant state of alarm, because anything can 
happen. That’s his experience. End then he has to take care of Lilson.”

“End when a child walks around with the alarm switched on,” Harold 
went on, brieFy looking at Yonathan, “it almost always :nds a place to 
hang it. Sometimes it hangs on a dog.”

Yonathan nodded and looked down at the dog, who had taken his 
usual place under the table.

Meanwhile Harold sent the parents a look that couldn’t be misunder—
stood. It was crucial that they understood the dog’s role in their son’s 
story.

Rlin gave a nod that showed she understood. She then looked at her 
husband as if to say, “I’ll explain afterward.”

Harold could continue. “Lhat you can do is create a more normal 
everyday life. I know it’s hard with an illness that can demand treatment 
at any time. 8ut it’s important that you keep it between the two of you. 
So Yonathan and Lilson get more time without worry, and so they also 
get opportunities to see friendsNboth here and at their houses. Maybe 
it could be arranged so that both Yonathan and Lilson get out and go, 
at least for a while. Lilson is really safest with Yonathan.”

Rlin nodded again, understandingNand now Rdward did too.
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“Bou may talk about the illness, so Yonathan doesn’t feel left out, but 
limit it to a speci:c time once a week. That way he can have the rest of 
the time o1.”

There were nods again. End Yonathan was clearly listening very care—
fully.

The Volvo Full of Bullet Holes
Harold was afraid it might all become too serious. Et the same time, he 
had a good sense that the message had been received, so he changed the 
sub0ect. “Le found the old Uolvo C66 in the barn. It looked as if it had 
been in the war.”

“Lhat are you saying5 Es far as I know, it hasn’t been in any war,” 
Rdward replied, puzzled.

“It’s full of bullet holes,” Harold continued, “as if someone :red a 
machine gun at it. Ere you sure5”

Rdward understood and let out a couple of chuckles. “Wh 4 that war, 
yes. That’s probably something Yonathan knows about.”

Yonathan smiled. “It was me and my big brother 3avid playing ma:a 
war. The car was full of drugs, and then we stopped it.”

“Wkay, everything has an explanation,” Harold laughed.
“End now thank you very much'” Rlin broke in. “8ecause you’re busy' 

Bour boss sent me a message saying you should call when we’re done. It 
sounded like an urgent task.”

Harold smiled. “Bes, well 4 I’ve learned not to let that stress me. Le’re 
Juite di1erent. If I let her temperament run my workday, I’d Juickly 
need to borrow Lilson.”

The adults exchanged knowing smiles. Yonathan didn’t Juite under—
stand what was going on, but he en0oyed the relaxed, warm atmosphere.

Enother Juarter of an hour passed with small talk, after which Harold 
wrapped things up by o1ering to write the parents an email if there was 
anything they wanted clari:ed. They were more than welcome to do 
soNalso over the coming weeks, when they would hopefully be chang—
ing their everyday life.
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Yonathan received a warm handshake, and Lilson the last treats from 
the pocket.

The Cleared Desk
The Uolvo started after a couple of tries, and the drive home began. Wnly 
as he was leaving the property did he notice the signP Embulance Voute.

Harold pulled over to the side of the road and called Sophie. He was 
curious whether it really involved an extra assignment.

She laughed and switched to video as soon as the call connected. “Yust 
look at this,” she said triumphantly, turning the phone so Harold could 
see the cleared desks. “3one'” she said in the same enthusiastic tone.

Harold didn’t understand. The box of envelopes would have taken 
him weeks to emptyNif it had been possible at all. He doubted it.

“8ring cake home' So we can celebrate,” she continued.
“I have to say, Sophie, you can do something I don’t even begin to 

understand,” Harold replied.
“Bep' This is one of my specialties. Le could expand and o1er :nancial 

and administrative crisis management. N8ring your box of unopened 
window envelopes, and we’ll take care of it while you’re on vacation. E 
thousand dollars. 8am.’ I even do before—and—after pictures,” she went 
on. “Bou know. Trauma pile 4 and then 4 freedom pile. Uery visual. It 
sells.”

“éood idea, Sophie, but I’ll probably stick to the animals and the 
families. If you get bored, go for it.”

“Wkay, Harold, we’ll talk about it later. 8ut do bring some cake.”
8efore Harold could answer and mention the four pieces of apple tart 

4 with cream and cholesterol, Sophie ended the call.
Lhat was he supposed to do5 Sophie wasn’t normally into cake. She 

had been thinking of him. End he couldn’t force down another piece. 
éood advice was expensive. He had to bring something.

He pulled into a gas station and explored the convenience store. The 
selection was large, but nothing that really suited Sophie. Still, to show 
his goodwill, he bought a large bag of licorice and a bouJuet of pink 
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Fowers. He wondered how she would take it. He also wrote a cardP 
“Thank you for your invaluable help 4 Harold.”

Wn his way out, he thought that once again he was entering a domain 
he didn’t understandP Sophie’s gratitude. It had no rules. It could be a 
high—:veNor an invoice.

The Last Envelope
The :rst thing Harold noticed when he opened the o7ce door was that 
the smell had changedP from old paper to order.

Sophie sat in her chair like a general after a successful campaign. Wn 
the table were three stacks with small signsP -EI3, 2EAA THRM, and 
OWT VRARUEOT.

Harold remained standing in the doorway. He could feel his body 
protesting, as if it didn’t Juite trust that the envelopes were really gone. 
“Bou do know,” he said, “that it’s not 0ust paper. There’s something 
behind itNand something that needs to be done.”

“End that’s why I called around and paid what needed to be paid. 
I even negotiated good discounts by pretending to be your volunteer 
advisor. Aast stop before applying for debt relief. Le can deduct it from 
your salary. It wasn’t that bad.”

Harold nodded, both surprised and appreciative.
“8ut that one,” she said, pointing to a single envelope on his desk, 

“that one you have to take yourself.”
Harold looked at it. It was the same envelope as before. It wasn’t bigger 

than the others. It even looked harmless. 8ut that was exactly how it 
usually began.

“Lhat’s in it5” he asked.
Sophie shrugged. “Bou know better than I do. Take it on a day when 

you have the energy.”
Harold grew curious and took a step toward the small envelope, which 

at once seemed completely ordinary and at the same time frightening. 
Thoughts Few through his headP extra tax, a court summons, a police 
report 4
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He was tempted to follow his usual practice and 0ust slip it into his 
pocket and hide it away later. 8ut he could also take the bull by the horns 
4 and simply open it. Efter all, Sophie knew what it was.

He chose the latter and resolutely opened the envelope. Inside was a 
small card that readP “3ear Harold, congratulations on your new life of 
openness and freedom' Lith love, Sophie.”

He turned around, only to see a broadly smiling Sophie holding a little 
Fag. “Bou did it'” she almost shouted. “I knew you would' 2ongratula—
tions'”

Harold smiled, embarrassed and a little proud. “Thank you,” he man—
aged to say.

Flowers and Licorice
“I also have something for you 4 out in the car.” He hurried out and 
came back with the bouJuet and the pink card. “To a good boss with 
special care for her employee,” he said, handing her the Fowers and at 
the same time tossing the bag of licorice onto the table.

Sophie couldn’t believe her eyes. She read the card and her eyes :lled 
with tears. “Thank you, Harold. This is actually the :rst bouJuet I’ve 
ever received 4 apart from one on a really awkward date.”

Harold gave a slightly clumsy nod, relieved that the Fowers had been 
well received.

Efter a cup of co1ee and half a bag of licorice, an ordinary calm settled 
over the o7ce.

Harold thought of the visit to the familyNand especially the con—
versation with Yonathan and Lilson in the barn. “It’s incredible what 
we come up with in order to live with the unbearable. The things we 
don’t really believe we can survive. Yonathan was willing to switch roles 
with his dog, and for years I’ve lived with a cardboard box I thought 
was explosive like a bomb. End then another person comes alongNwith 
di1erent conditions and without the same pro0ectionsNand in a single 
day the world is changed.”

He looked at Sophie, who was deeply buried in her screen, and he 
couldn’t help but smile.
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She sat there, thinking she had 0ust cleaned up.
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I  hope you enjoyed spending time with Harold and Sophie — and 
perhaps found yourself thinking about what is worth keeping in your 

own life.
The world of The Pet Therapist grew out of a simple curiosity: how 

often the challenges we see in animals reAect something human beneath 
the surface. ,gain and againq the real vuestion is not about behaBior — 
but about Balueq attentionq and what we choose to repair rather than 
replace.

If you enjoyed this storyq there is more.
The full collectionq The Pet Therapistq is aBailable whereBer books are 

sold — as an exookq paperbackq and audiobook. It contains additional 
case stories that e’plore relationshipsq projectionq loyaltyq and the vuiet 
dilemmas we donWt always speak about.

Thank you for reading.
Karmlyq

Henrik )ruse
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