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      Classes at the university started in four days. Piper York did not want to be on campus. Yet, here she was, sitting in her blue Honda Civic with the air-conditioning running. A tall, stately eucalyptus tree shaded her car from the Southern California sun. Waves of heat wiggle up from the concrete floor of the parking lot like escaping vapor.

      Trees dotted the parking lot. Here and there people could find shade and relief from the sun. She liked trees, and the fields, and the orchards. About the only tree she could name were the Eucalyptus. She liked nature and the greenery that helped temper the heat rising off the concrete, but she never bothered with proper names or even common names. She left that to other people . . . plant and nature people.

      There was a faculty, department meeting tomorrow. And yet, today, Richard Craine, the English Department’s chair, wanted to meet with her. He sent her a text message thirty-three minutes ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        Urgent. Come now. We have a major crisis.

      

      

      

      

      

      She lived fifteen minutes away. So, she dropped everything, hopped in her car and drove way too fast. She wore her work clothes, shorts with colorful paint spots from years of old paint. The knees had two rips. She looked down at the old t-shirt she used for painting and yard work. The message on the shirt had faded. It used to be blue. Now it looked like a funky grayish color.

      This was not a dress-for-success outfit.

      Urgent. Come now, trumped showering and dressing in presentable clothes.

      She regretted that decision. All she needed now to make her day complete was for former students to see her. She worked diligently to give the appearance of a badass, tough as nails teacher.

      Students were coming at her from the various parking lots that connected to the faculty parking. She relaxed a little when she realized they were incoming freshmen. Of course, the older students were here showing the newbies around. Once the gaggle of students passed and the way through the parking lot to the English department looked clear, she’d make a dash across for the English building.

      For now she was stuck in her car, worrying about the message she’d received. She’d always thought of Richard Craine as chair of the department, a man without a smile, a man who always looked tranquil amid any crisis, not that there were a huge number of crises in the department.

      She was adjunct faculty, which meant she and her peers were the lowest of the low on the food chain. They were not people who received urgent messages from the chair of the department. She could think of at least twenty reasons why she might be in trouble. She loved hyperbole so twenty might be a slight exaggeration. Actually, she couldn’t think of anything. She hadn’t done anything to garner anyone’s notice in months.

      More students trooped past her car. She did her best not to make eye contact and pretended to be looking at the beautiful campus. Maybe the students would think she was one of those parents who micromanaged their adult child and was impatiently waiting for her kid.

      The campus looked the same. In truth, it always looked the same, somewhere between passably organized and a stellar example of a modern university campus. She did note that during the summer, the maintenance people had fixed pot holes in the parking lot and had painted straight white lines to clearly separate parking spaces.

      Both were great improvements. Last year, the parking space lines had become so light that parking was more of a guessing game of maybe-this-is-a-space.

      Last year a professor named Jefferys left of note on her car saying, “As a researcher, your skills are subpar. It’s no surprise that your parking skills are preadollescent. Professor Jefferys.”

      She had no idea who Jefferys was or what college he was in, but her deep desire for justice kicked in and reared its ugly head. The little red sports car parked next to Piper’s car  had a vanity license plate that said, Professor Jefferys. Ah, he was one of those subtle men without an ego, and was foolish enough to park next to her.

      She took his note off her window and wrote “Sorry about your penis, Jefferys. PS: preadolescent has one L not two.” Revenge for whomever he was trying to hassle.

      She moved her car and parked in the next row. The following day, she heard a rumor that a professor named Jefferys got into a shouting match with a female professor named Samuels. Big fish in a small pond. She hoped Samuels won.

      Her trip down memory lane was interrupted by a group of five students walking past her car chatting and laughing. The two men and three women wore shorts, t-shirts, and summer tans. She smiled as they walked toward the small theater, which was located behind the bookstore and the admin building.

      Each year the new students looked younger and younger. That fact didn’t surprise her since each year she got older and older. Nature balanced things out and age was on the losing side.

      Off to her right, coming from a different parking lot was another group of students. Their excitement manifested in their smiles, their laughter, their high steps as they pranced together like wild palominos who wanted to roam free. One young man wearing a flowered Hawaiian shirt and navy shorts, walked backwards waving his hands and talking to his friends. He wore big round sunglasses and flip flops. After one or two days of walking around the large campus, he’d switch to tennis shoes. Even a surfer would give up style for comfort.

      A few minutes later, the procession cleared away until only a couple of stragglers hurried toward the theater and freshman orientation.

      Now was her chance.

      She stepped out of her Civic and bolted in the opposite direction from the students. The sun licked at her bare arms with unnecessary vigor. Once she reached the sidewalk, the cinderblock buildings with their rows and rows of tall windows shaded her path. She had no idea how old the buildings were, old enough to be dated, but recent enough not to have interesting architecture. In other words, they were boring, bland variations of tan and beige buildings with large windows framed in metal.

      Considering the university boasted a more or less sought after architecture degree, it seemed odd that except for a few Mexican adobes, the more recent buildings on campus shouted tedious and pedestrian.

      She slowed, panting and strolling toward her destination. The blue agapanthus were in full bloom. She realized she did know the latin name of that particular flower. She only knew that because her geeky friend informed her when she called the agapanthus ‘lilly-of-the-Nile’—a common name among people who aren’t plant people.

      She hurried up the four steps to the English building. Someone had hung a banner from a second story window. Painted in primary colors these words “Come one. Come all. Join the Best of the Renaissance.” The words formed a circle around a picture of Shakespeare.

      Piper had no idea if this was a group, a club, or an ad for a Shakespeare class. She was forever and always out of current loops and trends. She hadn’t been in the “in crowd” since first grade when Sarah, her best friend, started sitting with the cool kids.

      She slowed  after she entered the building and took a deep breath. The English Department had given everyone, including secretaries today and tomorrow off. Getting two extra days before meetings and real work started sounded lovely, but such generosity made Piper suspicious. As expected, the building was going to be empty or mostly empty.
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