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      Piper York stood in front of a class of twenty-three students. They looked as engaged as a group of cats sleeping next to a sun soaked window. Ah, spring at a university. There was a level of distraction during the spring that students didn’t have in the fall and winter. Today was no different.

      Piper suspected that she could walk out of class and no one would care. The term ended in two weeks, and spring break would arrive. To be truthful, she’d rather be outside in the sun doing something fun. Instead, she stood in a stuffy classroom, wondering if her students were listening to her.

      She had the disadvantage of being able to see out the wall to wall windows in the back of the room. A slight breeze moved the leaves on the tall eucalyptus trees. On the sidewalk outside the building, a group of three students, all wearing shorts and tank tops, strolled by talking and laughing. The tallest girl had red hair that seemed to sparkle in the sunlight. At that moment, Piper wished she were sitting beside a pool, reading a good book.

      Pulling herself back to the reality of the stale air, the rows of desks, and the students who stared at the clock behind her rather than at her. The bare walls were a dirty looking color that landed somewhere between tan and off white. She often thought about sneaking into the school at night and painting some of the rooms green, or blue, or even spraying giant rainbows on the walls. Some colors might somehow enliven the students’ visual sensations.

      Piper glanced around the classroom. Three students were absent. The others were more than anxious to leave. She suddenly had deep empathy for these students who looked as if they were ready to grab their book bags and bolt out the door.

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s wrap this up and get out of here early. Any questions on the assignment?”

      Two hands flew up.

      “Richard,” she said, pointing to him.

      There were two Richards in class. She’d gotten in the habit of pointing to the Richard she wanted to answer the question.

      “Do we have to write about the Stoics? Couldn’t we pick another philosophy to write about?”

      George, the quiet student in the back of the room, leaned forward with his elbows on his desk. “Really, Dude, that’s your question. We’ve been studying the stoics for weeks.” He looked upward, shook his head, and shrugged.

      “It was a serious question,” Richard said.

      “I’ll answer your question. First, I cannot force you to write about the stoics. So, you can write about whatever you want. However, if you do not follow the guidelines of the assignment, which includes writing about the stoics, then you will automatically fail because you will not have completed the assignment.”

      Richard sighed.

      “Joy, what was your question?”

      “I figured it out,” she said as she grinned at Richard.

      “If there are no other questions, go. Have fun with the assignment,” Piper said.

      She gathered up her notes and books as the students filed past her. Someone was either chewing mint gum or ate something minty. Richard stopped at her desk and looked at Piper as she shoved her things into her book bag.

      “I don’t like the stoic philosophy.” Richard said.

      Piper glanced at him. He smiled. He was the sort of man who was used to getting what he wanted. Piper slipped her book bag over her shoulders.

      “I haven’t asked you to like stoic philosophy. I’ve asked you to write about it.”

      “You won’t really fail me if I write something else.”

      Piper stopped, looked at Richard’s cold blue eyes and said, “If you took a math test and were asked to solve an algebra problem that you didn’t like, so you decided to cross out the algebra problem, and replace it with two plus two instead. Did you pass or fail the assignment?”

      Richard shrugged. “I didn’t think you were serious.”

      She stared at him. “Look at this face. Do I look serious.” When he didn’t answer, she continued. “If you do not follow the assignment, I will fail you for the assignment. A zero is more damaging than a poor grade.”

      He mumbled something that Piper ignored. She waited until he left and turned out the lights as she left. She sighed as she watched Richard walk away, head bowed and shoulders slumped. She suspected that he hadn’t read the stoic text. The hallway was nearly deserted. A couple of students sat on the floor outside one of the rooms. They were drilling each other with flashcards.

      This was her last class of the day. She had visions of a quiet dinner and watching her favorite mystery series. Stepping into the fresh air, she took a deep breath and exhaled. She hadn’t reached her office when her phone vibrated. She glanced at the text message from Noah, a fellow colleague and one of her partners in her private investigator business.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. Got a possible client. He wants to talk to you personally. In an hour? Can we meet at the office? I’ll buy you dinner afterward. I have some ideas I’d like to run by you before we talk to Wanda and Larry. Anyway, the client is Professor Greg Westington. He won’t tell me his problem. Says he knows you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Greg, yeah, she knew him. They’d dated for two, almost three years. They broke up when he moved to Idaho for his first teaching job. They’d kept in touch for a while. Then they didn’t keep in touch.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah, I know him. Last I heard, he lived in Idaho. Is he in California?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        He moved back here two years ago.
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