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  It was 6.30 a.m. on a sad, cloudy morning. The alarm clock rang, shrilly, and its never-ending sounds were torture to Pepa’s ears. Then the annoying ringing stopped, and Pepa took his first steps towards the bathroom. He felt like the morning looked, and he knew there wasn’t any point in doing anything today: his stink-ing career was going to end soon. His life had been complicated from the very beginning. Let’s just say that being expelled in the third year of high school had been the high point of Pepa’s young life so far. It occured to him that he would probably be needing his fake résumé again – and this would be the fourteenth time. The only reason Pepa could afford the rent on his 50 square meter apartment (that the landlord had originally been using as a storage room) was because he had the luck of the devil and always managed to get some kind of small job. Pepa trudged to the bus stop wearily, the negative thoughts weighing on his mind. Twenty minutes later, his melancholy mood suddenly evaporated, as two rusty red ambulances and a police car which looked as if it would break down at any moment, rushed by. They were rushing to Brno Zoo, where Pepa worked. Trying not to show his surprise, Pepa went to the zoo’s receptionist and asked, “So, any big news this morning?”


  The receptionist, who was still half asleep, answered, “You’ll never guess what happened! A crazy accident! You know our most popular attraction here?”


  “Yeah, Fluffy, the lovable grizzly bear. What does it have to do with him?” said Pepa


  “Well, our two zookeepers – it’s amazing they haven’t been fired – they’re responsible for all this mess. Yesterday evening those idiots forgot to close Fluffy’s cage. They went to watch the soccer match and forgot all about their important responsibilities. So, poor, hungry, lonely Fluffy had to take care of the ‘dinner business’ himself. He was extremely hungry, I can tell you! On last night’s menu were two baby llamas, a lemur’s tail, and most of the salt-water fish in the aquarium. But the worst part of it was early this morning, when Mr. Bloom, our director, was on his way across the zoo to the main office. Of course, by that time Fluffy was hungry again. And as everyone knows, that bear is very old and has terrible eyesight. So what happened? Fluffy thought Mr. Bloom was his breakfast! Just as Fluffy was sprinting towards him, Mr. Bloom turned around and almost had a heart attack. He managed to save himself by leaping over a one-and-a-half-meter-high fence into the lion’s enclosure. Thank goodness that (as you know) the lion’s been dead for about a week – the zookeepers forgot to feed him too – so our boss escaped a brutal death. I was sleeping here at reception, because I was too tired to go home last night. Mr. Bloom’s desperate screams for help woke me, and I called the rescue teams right away. Mr. Bloom has been safely removed from the lion’s enclosure, and Fluffy is being sedated.”
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  After being told the story, Pepa went to the main office and knocked on the door.


  “Come in!” said Mr. Bloom, sadly.
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  Fearfully, Pepa went into the office. It was a spacious room with two small windows, which were visible behind Mr. Bloom’s round head. His appearance always stunned his employees, even those who had known him for years. Going to Mr. Bloom’s office was always a nightmare for Pepa. The cold, angry, red eyes seemed to look at him evilly. Pepa got too uncomfortable, and the only thing that came to mind was bit of flattery: “Wow, Mr. Bloom, you look better than ever today!” In reality, Mr. Bloom was a short, fat, bald, arrogant snob, like any other zoo boss. On this particular day Mr. Bloom was lying on the couch, sweating like a pig, with his shirt half open. His once-beautiful dark blue suit was hanging off the coat-stand, torn and muddy. It was clear that the man had suf-fered a nervous breakdown. Normally, he would be sitting impatiently at the desk, angrily tapping a classic Montblanc pen on it. Another of the unbearable things about Mr. Bloom’s office was the smoke from his cigar, and today it seemed to be twice as suffocating as usual.


  “You wanted to speak to me, Mr. Bloom?” said Pepa, calmly.
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  “Yes, Pepa. I have to tell you the hurtful truth that I’ve been keeping from all my employees. Unfortunately, the zoo I estab-


  lished here in Brno, well, it’s never fulfilled my expectations. We’ve been losing more and more money each year, so what I’m saying is that there’s no chance of keeping this dump in business,” said Mr. Bloom, sadly.


  These last few words were the final straw for Pepa. He was going to be fired! The zoo probably didn’t even have any money to pay his salary!


  “Dear Pepa Green, you know how tremendously generous I am, which is why I am going to entrust you with a mission. This mission won’t be a piece of cake – far from it! It might be your worst experience ever. And I won’t help you if you get arrested, or beaten to death. However, this mission might save our zoo! It’s in your hands. Ok, let me come to the point. As you saw today, our exhibits are either half empty, or filled with the most boring animals on earth. I bet you’re asking yourself what this has got to do with you. Well, I will give you the rest of the zoo’s money for your pro-ject, which is to travel to different countries. You get to choose what countries to go to, and to make deals that don’t involve any money.


  “What kind of deals, sir?” said Pepa, confused.


  “I was coming to that, Pepa. Basically, you’ll have to find the most impressive animals there are, and bring them back here so we can draw in the crowds again. For example, find someone who will offer, let’s say, a Siberian tiger at no cost at all. If my zoo gets filled up with spectacular creatures, I assure you that I will personally double your salary, and give you a staff job on top of that! No, no, please don’t thank me: after all, your boss, Mr. Bloom, is the best and most caring boss on the planet, right?”


  “Wait, wait, wait, hold on! Just how am I supposed to find a deal like that? Let’s face it, no one’s going to offer me a tiger for nothing! That’s just not realistic!”


  “Why not? You’re Pepa Green, a good-looking, clean-living twenty-year-old with a vivid imagination – young people like you can make great changes! Everything is possible, so off you go. Here’s the money. Ciao!”


  The door closed. Pepa was in shock and went quietly back home to think about his future.
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  Lying on his dusty old couch, Pepa stared at the ceiling. He tried to figure out what to do with the thick envelope of money patiently waiting to be opened. These questions made life even more complicated, because Pepa didn’t know what to do with the money and how he was meant to make smart decisions. Suddenly he was curious, and decided to at least open the envelope and see how much money Mr. Bloom had given him for traveling around the world and for making the animal deals. The envelope felt quite heavy, and when Pepa opened it and took out the money, he counted out $250,000 in cash. That was a huge amount of money, but it was still not enough to buy several unique animals. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars was the approximate cost of just one adult elephant and Pepa just couldn’t imagine how he was sup-posed to get not only one but several animals for that amount! As he sat there thinking, he caught sight of something else. There was a smaller envelope sticking out of the big one. Pepa took it out, and slowly began to read the letter inside, which was from Mr. Bloom.
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  Dear Pepa,


  This mission is nothing personal. I picked you because none of my other employees would understand as well as you will what I am about to say. I know that this task is rather impossible from your point of view, but there is a way to accomplish it. When I was about the same age as you, a couple of friends and I were at Oxford University, and there we performed an incredibly revolutionary experiment. We successfully cloned two owls and genetically modified them to give them human intelligence. They learned to speak our language, and after a year, when they knew as much as we did, they became extremely addicted to books and spent the whole time reading, so as to learn even more. After some time I had to set them free, so they could learn how to survive in the wild. I was contacted three years ago and told that the two owls had been seen in Vienna, somewhere around the National Library there, or in one of the museums, and I am a hundred per cent sure they are still there because there’s no way they could have read all those books in three years! This is not a joke Pepa; I’m telling the truth. The owls could really help you with your task, so it would be a good thing to find them. Anyway, I wish you all the best on your big journey!


  Mr. Bloom


  This letter solved Pepa’s difficult problems in a second. Now it was up to him to decide if he was going to save the zoo from bank-ruptcy. Pepa packed the most important things into his rucksack and selected a good lock for it, so he could be sure that it couldn’t be opened. To save money, he went by bus, which was a very inexpensive way to get to Vienna from Brno. Although Pepa had never gone outside his country, he knew where the owls might live because he had spent most of the ‘bad days’ watching the Discovery Channel.
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