Pepper's workplace was on the fifth floor of an office building in an up-and-coming area of the West End. He had to park his car across the street. There were no parking lots yet, just a couple of bulldozers and some yelling construction workers. The building was of course being retrofitted. The West End thrived in this perpetual state of renovation.

You could almost taste the gentrification here. Everywhere Pepper looked there were detours and closed streets and construction signs. Everywhere the last remnants of pre-war society were being swept away to make room for the skyscrapers and strip malls and convenience stores that metastasized in every available lot. Everything was getting a fresh paint job or fiber internet connection or just being demolished entirely to make room for something else.

A city without a soul... Pepper thought as he punched his key code into the elevator.

The fifth-floor lobby, like the rest of the building, was tastefully decorated in that modern yet inoffensive corporate style that lacked all nuance or humanity. There were a couple of chairs laid out for guests and family members who never showed up. A rack of magazines was stationed between them. Pepper had flipped through them once. Year-old editions of Pawpular Mechanics and Furtune 500 and similarly titled issues whose puns deserved the death penalty.

A receptionist looked up from their phone as Pepper stepped past.

"Can I help you, sir?" they asked.

"No thank you." Pepper said as pulled on the door to the work area. It was locked.

"I'm sorry sir, do you have an appointment?"

Pepper furrowed his brow. "What?"

The receptionist was staring at him expectantly. Pepper recognized the kid. Early 20s. Male. Some breed of dog. New guy. But then again they were always new. Shepard could never find a secretary that would put up with his bullshit for more than a year or two. This month's model was called "Tyler". They never struck Pepper as the smartest tool in the shed...

"Why would I need an appointment?" Pepper gestured to the door. "Look, I'm just here to grab my stuff and talk to Mr. Collins really quick."

The phone was out again. "I'm sorry sir, I can't let you in without an appointment. Mr. Collins asked not to be disturbed right now, he is currently in the middle of a very important conference call."

Pepper squinted past the lobby window and into his boss's office on the other end of the floor. Shepard Collins was lounging back in his chair with his feet propped on the desk, casually chuckling into the receiver. His finger twirled around the cord like a gossiping teenage girl.

Pepper frowned. "It doesn't look very important..."

"I can take a message if you'd like--"

"I don't need to leave a goddamned message!" Pepper snapped back. "Tyler, look at my face! It's Pepper! I work here! Do you really not recognize me?"

Tyler stared back blankly.

"Peppercorn Kiddo?!" Pepper added. "The only bear in the building?!"

The mutt's expression remained vacant.

"I shook your hand last month when we hired you!"

"You do look sort of familiar..."

"We've been working together for three weeks!"

"Then why don't I ever see you?" Tyler asked suspiciously.

"Because I always come in earlier than you," Pepper said. "And I stay late."

The secretary continued to study Pepper skeptically. But then his eyes lit up.

"Of course!" Tyler snapped his fingers. "You're the janitor!"

Pepper's eyes narrowed. "Open the fucking door, Tyler."

Shepard Collins, like the majority of Pepper's coworkers, was a wolf. Past the labyrinth of cubicles stood his office. And he sat in his glass palace like a monarch, monitoring the peons below. That's what he was doing now, eyes scanning his employees, receiver in hand, still chatting merrily. When Pepper stepped in Shepard waved at him immediately. But when Pepper took this as an invitation to join, the wolf quickly put a finger up in a "hold the fuck on" gesture, leaving Pepper standing there like an asshole. The glass walls of Shepard's office did little to muffle the conversation.

"...so I'm nailing this midget, right? And you know how I always wanted a midget for a pet. And the midge says..."

Pepper rolled his eyes. This could go on for hours. He decided to take the time to clean out his cubicle. Unfortunately at the moment, a pair of wolves were laughing obnoxiously by the break area. One of them recognized Pepper as he passed.

"Hey, Peppercorn!" Rez called out. "Come listen to this."

Dammit...
Pepper greeted the pair politely. "Hi there, Rez, Sab. How's--"

"So what do you call a fox with a runny nose?" Sab asked eagerly.

"--well...I'm not sure Sabine. What do you call a fox--"

"Full!" Sab blurted out, laughing hysterically. Rez chimed in, mistaking the bear's muted reaction for confusion.

"Because it's cum." Rez explained. "Because foxes are sluts."

"Oh, I get it..." Pepper assured them. But Rez had already lost interest. He nodded back to the cubicles.

"Uh-oh. Be sure to keep your tail tucked." he sneered.

Pepper turned to see his cheetah coworker, Salmy, had poked his ears out of his cubicle and was now fast approaching.

Salmy had the distinct honor of being the company's only other non-canine, as well as its only openly gay one. Pepper sometimes wondered why Salmy would publicly advertise a fact that made him such a target of ridicule. He concluded that Salmy simply didn't notice.

"Hey, guys," Salmy said in his usual friendly tone, stepping between them to use the coffee machine.

Rez and Sab mumbled some vague greetings.

"Hi, Salmy," Pepper said. The cheetah abruptly handed him a cup of coffee.

"So, where'd you run off to yesterday, Kiddo?" Salmy asked. Kiddo. Salmy was the only one in the office who called him that.

Pepper was about to respond when he noticed Shepard hanging up his phone.

"Uh. Excuse me for a moment..." Pepper said, awkwardly shoving the cup back into Salmy's paws.

Salmy's ears perked as watched the bear shuffle away curiously. Sipping his cup, he strolled up to Shepard's office for a closer look.

Pepper knocked on Shepard's door. "Mr. Collins?"

"Come in!" Shepard greeted him warmly. As usual, Pepper had to duck to get into his employer's office. It was immaculate. Aside from the convertible standing desk, Shepard's office came complete with an exercise bike, a virtual golf simulator, and a windowed backdrop of a scenic view of the West End city skyline. The East End tastefully hidden on the opposite side of the building.

Shepard was busy with his golfing sim, lining up his club to the tee.

"Glad to see you made it, Peppercorn," Shepard said without really looking up at him. "When you didn't call I got worried. For a moment there it looked like you weren't going to show up at all..." Shepard swung and the golf ball whooshed into a nearby net. On the monitor above a poorly rendered white dot sailed over a carpet of green. Bold yellow numbers excitedly flailed across the screen.

Pepper coughed. "Yes, well, first of all, I'd like to apologize for that, sir. Actually, that's the reason I've come to talk to you. You see I'm having a bit of a family emergency at the moment and I was hoping to take a few weeks off to deal with it."

"A bit of a family emergency..." Shepard mulled this over as he lined up his next shot. "And what seems to be this 'family emergency'?"

"My son has fallen sick. He had to be taken out of school. Actually, it's serious enough that he had to end the school year early. I need to be there for him until he recovers."

"I didn't realize you had a son," Shepard muttered absentmindedly. He took another shot, cursing as the white dot disappeared into a placid blue pond.

But Pepper didn't notice. He was too distracted by pair of rodents in orange vests working on a rafter on the side of the building. They were refurbishing the exterior, covering up the speckled red Foxlish lettering with a fresh coat of crisp white paint.

"Peppercorn?"

Pepper twisted away from the window. "Hmm?"

"I said I didn't know you had a child." Shepard was looking at him impatiently.

"Oh, well... You know I prefer to keep to myself..."

The wolf frowned. "So I noticed. That seems to be a running theme with you, doesn't it?"

"...Sir?"

Shepard was back to his game. "Well, you never seem to attend any after-work events. You don't eat lunch with the rest of the pack..."

Pepper stifled a grimace. Shepard loved to refer to his employees as the 'pack'. The 'pack' this or the 'pack' that. "I bet the pack would like this." "No, that would interfere with the harmony of the pack". Pepper would simply smile and nod. Naturally, there was the urge to scream.

"Sometimes it feels I we hardly know you." Shepard continued. "You've been part of the pack, what, three years now?"

"Five years." Pepper nodded with a smile.

"Five years..." The wolf whistled. "That's an awfully long time to be strangers."

Pepper kept nodding. "About my son--"

"I always wanted to build a social work environment." Shepard interrupted. "Did you realize that? I kept telling corporate: I want to hire social species." He rolled his eyes with an exaggerated sigh. "But you know these corporate types, they get nervous about too many wolves in one place. They practically force diversity hires. But nobody bothers to ask whether it results in a sub-optimal work environment. I just don't see what's so wrong with having a workplace where social species can work together and the solitary species can be better off doing their own thing. Wouldn't you agree?"

Pepper shifted uncomfortably. "I think--"

"Are you a married man, Peppercorn?" Shepard interrupted again, lining up his next shot.

Pepper hesitated. "...not anymore."

Shepard scoffed. "What a surprise..."

Pepper's eyes flashed. "...what did you just say?"

Shepard did a double-take. "Well divorce rates are sky-high in this city," he explained matter-of-factly. "Even the family unit, our most basic social structure, is falling apart. People don't trust each other anymore. That's all I really ever wanted in this office: trust." He swung again, clearly displeased with the results. "It seems like the idea of family values has gone out the window," he muttered. "No doubt influenced by our esteemed neighbors across the river..."

Pepper's ears twitched. He looked down at his clenched paws. "About my situation, sir--"

"Show me a doctor's note confirming your offspring's illness and we can talk about remote work," Shepard said dismissively.

"...remote work? I was looking for time off..."

"Well, you're always free to use your PTO days," Shepard added as he lined up another shot.

"PTO? But this isn't a vacation..."

Shepard chuckled. "Well, you can't just not work and expect to get paid..." He swung again, more satisfied with the result this time around.

Pepper took a step forward. "Mr. Collins, my son is very ill--"

"What proof do I have that you even have a son?" Shepard said, suddenly looking up at him. "As far as I can tell this is your first time mentioning having any family at all. How exactly did your son fall ill? Do you have any medical documentation whatsoever?"

Pepper was suddenly at loss for words. Shepard just glanced down at his watch. "Well it looks like my lunch break is nearly over, I have to get ready for my two o'clock. It was nice talking to you." He trotted over and put a paw on Pepper's shoulder, seemingly thinking about it. "I'll tell you what. Why don't you take the rest of the day off? You can do it without dipping into your PTO." He smiled. "Figure out where you want to go from here. If you decide you really want to work remotely I'm sure we can work out some temporary accommodations."

Shepard opened the office door, motioning for Pepper to show himself out. Pepper stood there, frozen in place. He opened his mouth, and for a brief moment, he actually thought he might stand up for himself for once. But instead, he just turned stiffly and began walking towards the door.

Salmy stopped him before he could get there.

"Kiddo!" Salmy exclaimed with feigned surprise. "What are you still doing here? I thought you had already gone back to your son..." He stepped in and put his paw on the bear's arm, looking at him knowingly.

Before Pepper could respond Salmy was already talking to Shepard. "Mr. Collins, I wanted you to know that I'll be handling Peppercorn's clients while he is away. I already sent the emails out letting them know he'll be away on medical leave. But if you find any stragglers, just go ahead and forward them to me." He turned back to Pepper with a smile. "I really appreciate you trusting me with this, by the way."

Shepard cocked his head, noticeably irked. "I don't recall authorizing any sort of 'medical leave'..."

"Well I think the situation is fairly clear-cut, don't you?" Salmy asked innocently. "After all, as a company with more than fifty employees we are legally obligated to offer paid emergency leave to any full-time employee. I could double-check with corporate if you'd like--".

"No!" Shepard started before quickly clearing his throat. "No, I don't think that will be necessary. A couple of weeks off seem reasonable..." The wolf twisted his expression into a strained grin. "Good luck with your son, Pepper. We're all rooting for him."

"Uh...thank you, sir," Pepper said, still trying to process what the fuck just happened. He led Salmy out the door.

"Don't be a stranger," Shepard added from behind. He sounded like he was about to explode.

"Fucking wolves..." Salmy spat under his breath as he tailed Pepper to his cubicle. "They act like they own this city..." Pepper didn't respond. He had his ears down, silently shoving things into his briefcase. Salmy watched with marked interest. "So what's going on back home?"

"Thank you very much for your help, Salmy," Pepper said as he continued packing. "I'm afraid I really need to get going now..."

"Sure thing."

Pepper continued packing but paused, turning back to the waiting cheetah.

"Thank you, Salmy," Pepper repeated. "I appreciate it."

"Of course man," Salmy replied, oblivious. Pepper just stared back, nonplussed. He frowned and slammed the suitcase shut before shuffling down the hall. Salmy followed, casually keeping pace.

"So you have a kid, huh?"

"I do..." Pepper replied reluctantly, walking faster.

"What's his name?"

"...Hazel."

"You never mentioned before."

"It must have slipped my mind..."

Pepper quickened his pace, trying to outrun Salmy and his shame. By the time he got to the stairwell, he was practically sprinting, although Salmy didn't seem to notice. Later he would reflect upon the absurdity of trying to outrun a cheetah.

"He must be pretty sick if you're pulling him out of school," Salmy added without breaking a sweat. "What's wrong with him?"

Pepper panicked, blurting out the first thing that came to mind. "Oh...it's...uh...it's...stomach...cancer..." He cringed internally at the stupidity of what he just said.

Salmy, however, ate it up.

"My God..." Salmy gasped with genuine concern. "Is he going to be okay?"

"Erm, well, the doctors say we may have gotten to it in time." Pepper paused at the bottom of the stairwell. "Listen, Salmy, I'm actually really busy at the moment--"

"I can imagine!" Salmy interrupted. "What with everything going on... Are you two getting the help you need?"

Pepper winced "Actually we seem to be getting by just fine on our own..."

Pepper practically burst out of the building. He couldn't get to his car fast enough, crossing the street and quickly saying his goodbyes as he swung his car door open. He slammed it shut before Salmy could reply.

Pepper leaned back in his seat, relaxing at last with a shuddering sigh before flipping on the ignition.

"It's going to be a real shame not having you at the office!" Salmy poked his head through the car door window. "For me I mean...what with being the only other non-wolf there. Are you thinking you'll be gone for long, Kiddo?"

"Only time will tell..." Pepper smiled through his teeth.

"Still a shame though. You know I always thought we should have been better friends. I mean, I've always tried to be friendly with you, haven't I? I always try to strike up a conversation whenever I get a chance..."

"Yep!" Pepper nodded enthusiastically. "You always try..." he said, claws digging into the steering wheel. "Y-You're still trying..."

"Well, you're an interesting person!" Salmy said, scratching an ear. "And, well...now I'm about to really embarrass myself..."

Salmy rustled around for pockets, pulling out a billfold and a pen.

"I know we don't really talk outside of work," he said, quickly scribbling something down. "But if you want to get together sometime-- I mean, I know times are tough, but--" Salmy licked his lips. "What I mean is: If you need anything. Anything at all..here."

Salmy handed Pepper a business card with a number scribbled on it.

"Just give me a call." The cheetah added shyly.

Pepper took it, his expression softening. "Oh, uh, thanks Salmy..." Pepper said, quickly shifting back to the windshield. "I do really need to get going now..." He glanced back awkwardly.

Salmy smiled. "Sure," he said, patting Pepper's arm. "Be seeing you, Kiddo."

Pepper watched the cheetah disappear back into the building. He realized to his surprise that he was holding his breath. He forced himself to exhale, his heart racing. Why am I always so nervous around that guy...?
Pepper stared down at the business card. "Cancer..." he muttered. "Stupid! So fucking stupid!" He pounded the wheel with his paw and jumped as the car horn honked, stiffening as a passing wolf couple glanced back at him curiously.

Taking a moment to regain his composure, Pepper pulled Vera's business card out of his wallet. He set it side by side next to Salmy's on the dash.

Pepper looked at one, then the other. He flipped Vera's over to read the directions on the back.

"Fuck it..." Pepper muttered before speeding off.

