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Gretel trudged toward the office's refreshment station, a two-tiered wheeled cart filched from the kitchen. Her boot heels clicked on the hardwood floor. She reached for the coffee pot on the faux-wood top shelf, changed her mind, and grabbed a beer from the mini-fridge below instead.

She glanced at her younger brother, Hans, seated at the desk rescued from the curb where a neighbor had put it out for bulk trash collection. Sanded, stained, and revarnished, it occupied half of what had been their parlor, repurposed as an office. Despite the desk’s generous size, books, folders, writing instruments, a laptop, and an inbox competed for space on the top.

Focused on the computer screen, he didn't acknowledge her arrival. She twisted off the cap and downed a couple of slugs. Tucking the bottle behind her back, she edged around the desk to stand at his shoulder. "What? You're wasting perfectly good business hours on social media?" she said. 

Without looking up, he replied, "I didn't hear you come in." He turned his head. "And no, I'm not wasting time, as you put it. I'm studying how to buy advertising. It's not a simple matter of throwing any old thing on the page, not unless you want to waste money and effort. We need to decide on several factors. Geography—that's easy. Obviously we're targeting Hip Deep and the surrounding area. We also have to specify demographics—factors like gender, age, race, and ethnicity. Then there's reach and frequency. In other words, when and how often do we want the ads to run?"

"Oh, I stand corrected. Or rather sit."  Gretel plopped into the small guest seat, a thinly upholstered metal-framed chair that should have been occupied by a customer signing a contract with Grethans Exterminators. "Sounds complicated."

"It's more complicated than I thought it would be."

"Well, you're good at that kind of thing. All that number crunching."

"We make a good team. Me the number cruncher, you the cockroach crusher. Rat router."

"Sugar ant annihilator. And don't forget, mole masher." Gretel rolled her eyes. "I definitely know where they came up with the idea for the Whack-a-Mole game. I no sooner got one knocked down than it would pop up somewhere else. That was a job."

Hans swiveled in his task chair. Though he worked alone in the office, Hans wore a buttoned-down Oxford and slacks. He could dress in shorts or jeans and a T-shirt, but he maintained that suiting up helped to keep him on task. “A little early in the day for drinking, isn't it? It isn't even lunchtime.” Hans gave her an appraising look. “I take it you fought a tough battle.” 

Gretel cast a downward glance. A dark blotch spotted the Grethans Exterminators logo on her stained T-shirt. She took a swig from the beer bottle. Hoisting a ladder onto and off her SUV's roof rack made for thirsty work. "It's been a day. Or it hasn't been a day. I finished that job but if you have something else for me ..."

Closing the laptop, Hans pulled over coins and cash. He tucked in the paper ends and set a roll of quarters next to the banded bills. Check- and credit-card transactions were more convenient, but the business took cash, even barter, if that was the clients' preference. Gretel knew Hans didn't mind. To him, remittance, in whatever form it was made, meant a job well done.

Gretel laid a folded check on top of the currency.

Hans smiled. “I see from the payment that you got it done, and we have a contented customer.”

“Yup,” Gretel said. “Old Man Swiggert's bluebirds won't be bothered by that squirrel again.” She tucked a strand of dirty-blond hair behind an earlobe and waggled her shoulders. “My newest trap worked. I caught the varmint, took him way out past the town limits, and released him in the woods. He'll have a distance to travel if he takes it into his furry head to come back. If the hawks and the coyotes don't nail him first.” She drank more beer. “Nothing Swiggert couldn't do himself with a live-animal trap, the right bait, and a little patience.”

“Except for the releasing-in-the-woods part. Folks around here are—”

“Afraid? And with good reason. Evil lurks in those wild places, as we found out." The town of Hip Deep had more than its fair share of encounters with the supernatural, one of which ensnared Gretel and Hans. She shrugged. "We do what has to be done.”

Hans narrowed his eyes. “Yet, I get the impression you're not happy.”

Gretel stood and paced the narrow space in front of Hans's desk, stopping now and then to drink. “Nah, it's okay. Really. It's part of the job.” Which, to be honest, was somewhat boring. She appreciated the gratification of a task accomplished, of eliminating a problem. However, she missed the thrill of athletic competition, not to mention the pulse-igniting drama of pitting her wits, will, and wherewithal against a formidable foe. Nothing before or since quite delivered the same satisfaction.

“Swiggert will tell his friends and neighbors. We'll get more work.”

"Word of mouth is great, but we need to get our name out there. That's why I was considering placing ads."

"We're already advertising in the Hip Deep Crier. And on KHDR. Don't you think that's enough?"

Hans shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe social media will reach people who don't read the paper or listen to the radio."

"That would be the blind and the deaf."

"Gretel!"

"Sorry. That sounded snottier than intended." 

“I'm guessing eradicating roaches and rodents is something of a come-down from besting a deadly witch,” he said. 

“Right.”

“It's not the work you want.”

“You're happy enough with how the business is progressing.”

Hans stamped the reverse of the check with their firm's endorsement. “We're building a company doing what we learned we can do—rid Hip Deep of pests. Solve problems for our neighbors, remove threats to their security. Improve the quality of their life.”

“And you like your role.” Gretel flicked her index finger at the papers piled on his desk. “Pushing numbers around.”

Hans folded his long fingers over the ledger book and grinned. “I do.”

“You always were the brainy one. It was your idea to scoop up those precious metals and jewels the witch hoarded. We put them to good use, didn't we?” Gretel glanced at the framed business license hanging on the eggshell-colored plastered wall above Hans's National Honor Society diploma and the certificate naming Gretel the Sportslurp Player of the Year.

Hans tapped the ledger with a pencil. “Fear not, dear sister. We got a job that you can sink your teeth into.”

“Oh?”

Hans finger-combed a lock of light brown hair from his forehead. “Mr. Robert says something is attacking his animals.”

“Robert? James Robert? The one with the gentleman's ranch in the country?”

“That's the one.”

“Something? Like what?”

“He doesn't know. One of his goats has an injury he can't explain. He'd like us to look into it.”

Gretel snorted. “I suspect a coyote or a wild dog. James needs to do a better job of looking after his flock.”

“Maybe so, but I told him we'd check it out. C'mon, we can use every bit of business we can pick up.”

Gretel sighed and got to her feet. “Okay, fine. I'll change into a fresh T-shirt and see the man.”
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Gretel steered her white Jeep Wrangler up the tree-lined graded lane leading to the Roberts' country home. Small white goats grazed in the pastureland stretching away on either side. Gretel parked in the driveway and walked up to the colonnaded front porch. The gravel crunching under her boots must have announced her approach because James's daughter met her at the door.

“Hi, Sybil,” Gretel said, noting the young woman's leisurewear. “No classes today?”

Sybil shook her head. “I don't feel well.”

Gretel could see that. Sybil's face was pale and drawn. In contrast, her eyes were as dark as her hair.

Sybil stepped forward to open the screen door for Gretel, then winced and retreated out of the wash of sunlight as if the brightness was too much for her. “Come on in.”

Lucy Robert came down the hallway. Over her floral-printed house dress, the woman wore a pink sweater vest so soft and silky that Gretel barely resisted stroking it. Mohair, Lucy had knitted it with yarn milled from the fleece their Angora goats produced.

Of average height, her rounded proportions suited her warm personality. The woman's smile was welcoming, but creases between her eyes spoke of stress. “Gretel, I'm so glad you came. James is at wits' end about this. May I offer you a refreshment? Iced tea? Lemonade?”

“Thanks, but I'd just as soon get started. Is James available?”

“He's in the loafing shed, the little barn set back to the right of the house.”
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